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Summary 


“Tsushima Shuuji,” Chuuya reads out loud. “A bright, 
optimistic young man with a pep in his step and a zest for 
life. Hang on-is this referring to you?” 


“Unfortunately,” Dazai laments, sighing dramatically. “You 
just got away with ‘science nerd’ and ‘soccer player,’ but I’m 
supposed to be an artist! | hate art! It’s useless!” 


“Shut the fuck up. That’s not the problem here. You? A ‘zest 
for life?’ Looking forward to each new morning? Hah! 
Rimbaud would sooner come back to life.” 


Dazai turns to Chuuya with the barest facsimile of a smile 
painted over his lips. 


“l,” he says sweetly, “am going to gut you open like a fish.” 


Dazai and Chuuya are seasoned mafiosos at the ripe old age of 
almost-seventeen. They’ve fought gang wars, interrogated 
prisoners, and done all manner of unspeakable things. Now, 
they face their greatest challenge yet: going (undercover) to a 
real high school. With regular teens (who may or may not be 
desperately trying to get them to kiss). 

One thing’s for sure: this school is unprepared for the absolute 
calamity that is Double Black. 


Written for the SKK Big Bang 2022 feat. art by 
videogamelover99 & beta'ed by Airini. 


Notes 


See the end of the work for notes 


prologue 


Chapter Summary 
Welcome to the circus, everyone. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“Your mission,” Mori Ougai says, steepling his fingers like a 
supervillain, “should you choose to accept it-which you will; | am 
simply affording you the illusion of choice—is to infiltrate the most 
prestigious school in this country, posing as transfer students in the 
new term. This assignment will last for approximately four months.” 


“By myself, right?” Dazai presses. “Mori-san, why aren't you saying 
anything? By myself, right?” 


“Chuuya-kun, you will notice that | have called you to this meeting as 
well. You and Dazai-kun will go undercover together. I’ve prepared 
your cover stories here—yes, that portfolio, Dazai-kun. Chuuya-kun, 
you are holding yours upside down.” 


“WHAT?!” Chuuya shrieks, quickly flipping through the folder. “I— 
Boss! | can’t do this for four months!” 


“What do you mean | have to be this—this— despicable caricature of a 
human being—” 


“| refuse! | absolutely refuse!” 
“Lam not going to work with him for that long!” 


“This is absolutely insane, Boss! I’d rather die than work with him for 
four fucking months!” 


“Send someone else; we’re the Mafia, and | know some of those 
grunts in the lower ranks aren’t doing enough work. I’m going to pick 
someone else to do this right now—” 


“Class, I'd like you to welcome our two newest transfers to Shukuichi 
Academy.” 


The whole class erupts into murmurs. At Shukuichi Academy, it’s 
quite common for students to transfer in and out during the school 
year. Due to being possibly the most prestigious school in all of 
Japan (and maybe even all of Asia), with extraordinarily high 
standards and equally high prestige attached—well, new students 
come in all the time, just as other students are expelled for 
misbehavior or for poor grades. 


It’s not the only way that Shukuichi Academy is unique. It’s one of 
the oldest schools in Japan, having survived since the Edo period 
and through the Great War, with a large percentage of international 
students and a focus on cutting edge research. Everyone who is 
anyone in the modern age goes to Shukuichi. But it’s also dauntingly 
difficult to get into, and even more so when you are transferring in. 


So despite transfer students being a regular occurrence, it’s always 
exciting to see who exactly they are. What special talents do they 
bring? Why were they selected over every other applicant and test 
taker for this prestigious school? Everyone in the classroom knows 
that they are the cream of the crop; who, then, are these new 
students that are joining their ranks? 


The two transfer students standing at the front are striking enough. 
One of them, though short, has bright red hair and brilliant blue eyes 
that stand out like a beacon amongst a sea of brown and black. His 
lips curved into a gentle smile, giving him the overall impression of a 


mellow and kind teenage boy. The other is much taller, with a pair of 
deep, dark eyes and a mussed head of hair that looks achingly soft 
to the touch. He’s a little twitchier, as if he’s unable to keep still. 


“Hi everyone. My name is Kashimura Chuuya. Nice to meet you.” 
The ginger dips his head in a respectful bow. “My family is from 
France, but | grew up in Tokyo. This year, | managed to make it into 
this school after a lot of hard work. | enjoy physics, soccer, and 
philosophy. I’m looking forward to getting to know everyone!” 


“Welcome, Kashimura-san,” the class choruses. He really is quite 
striking, despite his stature. Kashimura’s face is well-defined and just 
this side of sharp, with large eyes and a set of fine features that 
make him look a /ot more handsome than any teenager has the right 
to look. And he has no acne! 


“Hey guys! I’m Tsushima Shuuyji. I’m from Aomori, but I’m super 
happy to be here now. My favorite subject is art! I’m particularly fond 
of watercolor. I’m a little clumsy, so | hope you'll all be patient with 
me. My personal motto: every day is a chance for a better tomorrow! 
I’m hoping to make every day of my life brighter and happier than the 
last. Please take care of me!” The dark-haired boy bends in a perfect 
bow and looks up, beaming. 


“Welcome, Tsushima-san.” 


He’s got pink barrettes in his hair, half the class is thinking. Indeed, 
nestled within Tsushima’s dark brown locks are several bright pink 
barrettes that push his hair out of his face. Similar cute touches 
accentuate the rest of his outfit; bits of frill and lace at the edges of 
his school uniform, Gudetama buttons on his blazer, and little 
squishy keychains on his school bag. There are little splatters of 
what looks like paint on his pantlegs, which adds to the overall 
endearing aura that he gives off. 


An artist and a nerd, huh? Well...it’s not the most exciting thing, but 
it's something... 


But for Dazai and Chuuya, who are now Tsushima and Kashimura, 
only one thing is running through their heads. 


This fucking sucks! 


Chapter End Notes 


Thank you everyone for reading my work! Thank you to the 
mods for the SKK Big Bang 2022 for doing such a great job. 
Thank you to Airini for being a great beta and videogamelover99 
for their amazing artwork. 

You can find Airini here: https://twitter.com/airini_3 

And you can find videogamelover99 here: 
https://videogamelover99.tumblr.com/ 


As always, comments and kudos make my day, and I'll see you 
all next chapter! 


mafia underlings meet normal teenagers 


Chapter Summary 


The disasters that are teenage mafiosos arrive at a Real, 
Normal school. Except...the school isn't so normal after all? 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


One month ago... 


“No wonder this mission is so long,” Dazai moans. “We have to do 
everything.” 


“Fuckin’ shut up,” Chuuya growls. “I can’t believe | have to deal with 
your dumb ass for four fucking months, nonstop.” 


“Ah, but it’s me who has to be stuck with such a chibified slug!” 
Dazai sighs dramatically. Chuuya gets in one good whack around his 
head before Dazai sobers up a little. “Still, this is a lot. We’re going to 
need a plan.” 


So saying, Dazai spreads out the floor plans of Shukuichi Academy 
that they’ve managed to procure. It’s old and almost certainly 
incomplete, but it’s a start. 


“First: we have to recover government documents from during the 
war, which are still stored somewhere within the Academy. 
Unfortunately, we don’t know where exactly in the Academy they are, 
and this place has a lot of high-level security that we will have to 
disable. This will likely take up the bulk of our time; Shukuichi is 
known for being particularly secretive and borderline impenetrable 
with their information. It’s unlikely we'll find what we’re looking for in 
these rooms, but we should still check over them quickly.” 


Dazai waves his hand over the entire set of blueprints, as if 
commanding something. 


“Therefore, Chuuya should be the one to inspect everything while | 
plan for the next part of this mission!” 


“You piece of shit!” 


The blow is predictable, so Dazai dodges just enough for it to 
connect, but not actually hurt. 


“Owwww!” he whines dramatically, rubbing his arm. “Chibi is such a 
violent slug! I’m working so hard, using all of my wits, and this is the 
thanks | get?” 


“ Dazai. There are almost TWO HUNDRED ROOMS in these 
blueprints alone. You are going to go through half of them, or so help 
me God, | will kick you into the fucking sun and burn every bandage 
in all of Yokohama!” 


“...We're going to Tokyo, though.” 


This time, the punch to Dazai’s solar plexus actually connects, 
sending him crumpling to the ground. But like a cockroach, he simply 
sits up again after a few seconds, then continues on as if nothing 
ever happened. 


“Just so we're clear. Don't talk to me at school. | don’t want anyone 
to think | Know you, ugh.” 


“Don’t you worry, slug. | feel just the same way.” 
“Whatever. What’s next?” 


“Well, it looks like our next order of business is a gang called the 
Compass of the Rising Sun. It looks like they've been operating 
under a tense truce with the Tokyo yakuza, but want to expand their 
influence into Yokohama.” 


“Onto our territory,” Chuuya hisses. “Great. So we have to destroy 
them, presumably.” 


“Hmm,” Dazai hums, but doesn’t elaborate. “Don’t worry your pretty 
little head over what we’re going to do.” 


“Ew,” Chuuya shudders. “Don’t ever call me pretty again. What’s 
their MO?” 


“They’re a rather new group, headed by a couple of ability users who 
call themselves the Cardinals. They formed with the belief that the 
current government is deeply and systemically flawed, and wish to 
guide the nation towards the right direction. They haven't had the 
time or resources to amass large amounts of power yet, but given 
either...they may end up being a legitimate threat to us.” 


“Any other oh-so-important tasks Mori wants to leave to us?” Chuuya 
asks drily. 


“In fact...” Dazai pauses for maximum effect, and then passes over 
an entire stack of papers. “That’s the compiled information for every 
person he’s asked us to make contact with while in Tokyo, in addition 
to laying down the foundation for our Tokyo office.” 


“We’re going to have a Tokyo office? What are we, some kind of big 
family corporation?” 


“More like that than you think,” Dazai mutters. “Did you see the cover 
stories he handed to us?” 


“Tsushima Shuuyji,” Chuuya reads out loud. “A bright, optimistic 
young man with a pep in his step and a zest for life. Hang on-is this 
referring to you?” 


“Unfortunately,” Dazai laments, sighing dramatically. “ You just got 
away with ‘science nerd’ and ‘soccer player,’ but /’m supposed to be 
an artist! | hate art! It's useless!” 


“Shut the fuck up. That’s not the problem here. You? A ‘zest for life?’ 
Looking forward to each new morning? Hah! Rimbaud would sooner 
come back to life.” 


Dazai turns to Chuuya with the barest facsimile of a smile painted 
over his lips. 


‘l,” he says sweetly, “am going to gut you open like a fish. Holy shit. | 
cannot believe Mori thought this was a good idea.” 


“ You’re the fish here, you stupid mackerel,” Chuuya snarls. 
“Sorry, I'll salt you like the slug you are, then.” 


“You wanna go? Right here, right now. We'll see whose innards are 
on the floor then, won't we?” 


“Oh! Chuuya’s abusing me~” Dazai rolls around like a useless log for 
a few seconds, dodging every punch Chuuya throws at him. “When 
all I’ve done is share vital information with him!” 


“Vital information my ass,” Chuuya snaps. “As! If! I! Wouldn’t! Have! 
Read! It! Anyways!” He punctuates each word with a punch that 
Dazai seems to roll out of effortlessly. Chuuya decides to change 
tactics in a split second, grabbing at Dazai’s ankle before pinning 
him to the floor. 


“My, my. Chibi is being so forward today!” 


“You lunatic!” Chuuya screams, vaulting himself onto Dazai’s body 
so that he’s using the full force of his thighs to lock Dazai down. “I’m 
gonna—” 


“Ahem.” 


A dry cough from the door has both boys’ heads whipping up, 
Chuuya still straddling Dazai with murderous intent. Hirotsu stands 
there, eyes politely averted away from...whatever he’s walked in on. 
Chuuya scrambles to his feet in an instant. 


“It's not what it looks like!” he blurts out. Dazai raises an eyebrow. 


“I’m sure, Chuuya-san,” Hirotsu says drily. “Be that as it may, Mori- 
dono has requested for me to...bring you up to speed on the 
knowledge you need for school. Since neither of you have ever 
attended any formal schooling, there are large gaps in your 
knowledge—gaps that, should they be found out, will have 
devastating effects on your mission.” 


“Like what?” Chuuya asks, arms folded defensively over his chest. 
“Like the name of our current Prime Minister, Chuuya-san.” 


“Well, of course it’s—huh.” Chuuya scratches at his head. “Guess | 
really don’t know.” 


“Pathetic,” Dazai sneers. 


“And Dazai-san. Would you be able to tell me what type of celestial 
object the sun is?” 


“...Of course, it’s the sun?” 


This time, Chuuya is the one guffawing. 


Four weeks and eleven condensed years of schooling later, Dazai 
and Chuuya are deemed ready. Dazai takes to the subject material 
like a fish to water; he memorizes everything easily and it seems that 
learning is no harder for him than breathing. Chuuya, on the other 
hand, has a lot of trouble sitting still and focusing on his work for long 
periods of time, particularly when it comes to the parts he isn’t so 
good at. He seems to have an innate genius for math and physics, 
and is talented enough at writing and languages, but is absolutely 


abysmal in literature, history, and any other science that doesn’t 
happen to be physics. 


Still, with the help of Hirotsu and Kouyou, they had both muddled 
through it, and can now be considered bona fide child geniuses. The 
moment their “schooling” is complete, they’re shipped off to Tokyo 
via train with two suitcases each and a note to “remember that you 
have to report weekly.” 


And-horror of all horrors—when they arrive at Shukuichi, they learn 
that they are to be roommates. Chuuya’s screech of indignance is 
legendary. Dazai would have been cackling and making fun of him if 
he hadn't also been stamping his feet and demanding there be a 
room change. 


Unfortunately for them, the staff of Snukuichi Academy have dealt 

with far too many rich, spoiled teenage brats to be at all fazed by the 
Demon Prodigy’s death glare. So in the end, nothing is changed and 
the two of them are shuffled off to their shared room without fanfare. 


“Nightmares, the both of them,” Headmistress Jun sighs as she turns 
away from the door. It’s quiet now, but she’s sure it won't remain that 
way for long. “They'll both be trouble. | do hope that they’ll prove 
worthy of their spot here.” 


Of course, Dazai hears her, because Dazai is the type of intrusive 
person who seemingly has ears in the walls and a hundred eyes 
everywhere. Chuuya is already splitting their room perfectly in half, 
levitating his luggage out of his suitcases and putting it away. 


Dazai clasps a hand around Chuuya’s wrist, and everything instantly 
drops to the floor. 


“Fucker!” Chuuya gasps, twisting around in Dazai’s grip. 


“No using your ability,” Dazai reprimands. “Remember? If anyone 
catches you, it'll blow our cover immediately.” 


“Who’s gonna see me here?” Chuuya gripes, tugging his hand free. 
Still, he doesn’t activate Tainted again, instead picking up his fallen 
books and trinkets by hand. Within a few minutes, his side of the 
room is well-lit, well-organized, and well-decorated, with just enough 
pictures hung on the wall to make it look as if Kashimura Chuuya is a 
real person with a real family. 


Dazai’s side of the room is noticeably barren by comparison. 


“What are you doing?” Chuuya demands. “You can’t get away with— 
whatever the fuck that is.” He points to a lone, sad little mackerel 
plushie sitting on top of Dazai’s desk. 


“Did the slug forget? That’s something that he got me! Oh no, his 
brain is rotting...” 


“Shut up!” Chuuya bats away Dazai’s hands that seem intent on 
encroaching upon his personal space. But he’s blushing hard, a pink 
flush painted high on his cheeks. “You need more than that. Didn't 
Mori send more shit for you to put up?” 


“| don’t know where any of it goes,” Dazai whines, falling backwards 
to sprawl onto his (naked, sheetless, unmade) bed. “May | remind 
you that I’ve been living in a shipping container since | joined the 
mafia?” 


“Fucking loser,” Chuuya mutters under his breath. But despite his 
grouchiness, he gets down and opens up Dazai’s luggage, which is 
filled with a variety of art supplies in various states of use. Oil 
pastels, watercolors, inks, a digital drawing pad... 


Boxes of sketchbooks, half-filled with drawings that are certainly the 
work of some poor underling, start being lined up on the shelf next to 
Dazai’s bed. Figurines from old shoujo anime in clear cases are put 
on display. Little plushies and bits of lace take up the entire back of 
the desk. Colorful pastel sheets are thrown on the bed with pillows to 
match. Chuuya even takes a corkboard from his side of the room 
and puts it up on Dazai’s wall before sticking a whole bunch of 


Polaroids to it. By the time he’s done, Dazai’s side of the room looks 
exactly the way one might imagine an art student’s room to look. 


It’s a stark contrast to Chuuya’s side of the room, which is industrial 
by comparison. Most of his appliances are in various shades of steel 
and aluminum, with Campus notebooks neatly stacked and shelved. 
A lone soccer ball, autographed by some hotshot soccer player, sits 
on top of the shelf. Still, it reflects Kashimura Chuuya’s personality 
well enough that no one would bat an eye. 


“We have three days before term begins,” Chuuya says, dragging 
Dazai’s limp form off his bed and onto a bean bag. He settles himself 
in a similar beanbag while Dazai writhes around a little before 
calming down. “What's the plan?” 


“Scout the school,” Dazai mumbles into the bean bag before turning 
himself over to glare at Chuuya balefully. “We're new, so we can just 
search everywhere and write it off as ‘being curious’ or ‘getting lost.’ 
They'll eat anything up as long as we’re extra perfect students.” 
“And are you expecting to find anything?” 

Dazai snorts, as if that’s the funniest thing he’s heard all day. 


“Absolutely not. They’d be fools if they left any of that top secret, 
bane of the world information out in the open like that.” 


“But...” 
“But we still have to be thorough.” 


“...Even though we both know there will be nothing of importance to 
be found.” 


“Correct, yes.” 
Chuuya narrows his eyes at Dazai. Dazai isn’t the type to do extra 


work for no reason, even under the guise of being “thorough.” He 
must have some ulterior motive for wanting to search the school. But 


if there’s anything that Chuuya has learned through the months and 
years of being his partner, it’s that grilling Dazai when he doesn’t 
want to talk is a hopeless endeavor. 


“Shitty bastard,” he mumbles, but doesn’t say anything further. “Get 
up then. Time to walk around this fucking school.” 


Shukuichi Academy, as it turns out, is massive. Even though it’s set 
right in the middle of downtown Tokyo, the academy has somehow 
managed to carve out land for itself—a veritable oasis amidst the 
hustle and bustle of a huge city. 


Dozens of buildings litter the school’s campus. Some of them are 
dorms; others, research clinics. Still others are campus hospitals, 
libraries, athletic facilities, and specific studies. The centerpiece of 
Shukuichi is certainly the main building, which boasts ten stories and 
an eclectic yet charming mix of European and traditional Japanese 
architecture. It looks like a castle. For all intents and purposes, it 
may as well be one. 


Even walking as fast as the two of them can, there’s far too much 
area for them to finish within the day. Chuuya, unable to use his 
ability, is regulated to actually crawling through tiny spaces to scope 
out areas. Dazai, as expected, is completely unable to shut up. 


“Crawling like a slug~” he taunts, and proceeds to immediately get 
punched in the gut. 


“Ah! So scary! If | saw something small and slimy crawl towards me 
like that at night...” He shudders, and gets his arm twisted for his 
trouble. 


“Chuuya’s fat,” he remarks while Chuuya is trying to fit through the 
smallest opening known to man. This time, Chuuya doesn’t even 
look at him before decking him upside the head, sending him flying. 


"Just because your anemic ass can fit through a rat's asshole 
doesn't mean the rest of us can do the same!" 


And Chuuya unceremoniously shoves Dazai into the gap between 
the walls, making sure that his bony hips are turned at just the right 
angle to fit through. 


"There," Chuuya remarks. "Now tell me. What do you see?" 


There’s a few minutes of shuffling and strained gasping before Dazai 
pulls himself out, legs first and head last. There’s plaster dust in his 
hair, and in Chuuya’s opinion, it makes him look like a grandpa. 


“Nothing,” he grouches. “It’s just another entrance into the P.E. 
storage. Which, might | remind you, we've already checked.” 


“| KNOW WE’VE ALREADY CHECKED!” Chuuya explodes. “I was 
the one checking!” 


“Aiyah, aiyah,” Dazai says, slipping out of the crack. “You’ve got such 
a temper, Chibi.” 


“You would too if you had to deal with you.” 


“I'm perfect!” Dazai beams. “And now, no thanks to you, we’ve 
completed this quarter of the school.” 


“No thanks to— no thanks to me? If it was up to your lazy ass, you 
wouldn't have even gotten through the first two rooms!” 


“Ah, but | told Chuuya exactly where to look, no? And it was me that 
just got through that crack there! Plus, | made the entire plan to 
scour this place.” 


“Yeah, and we both know that all of your ‘great and mighty’ plans 
would fall through without me.” 


Dazai’s gaze instantly darkens while Chuuya rises up to meet it ina 
fury. This is the way it always is with them. Irritation coils up in 
Chuuya’s gut like a snake, ready to strike, while Dazai himself 
trembles with the implication that he needs anyone else in order to 
do anything. 


“Boys!” A sharp voice knocks them out of their staredown. Dazai has 
one hand twitching towards the scalpel hidden in the seams of his 
sleeves, and Chuuya has already gripped the dagger he always 
keeps somewhere on his person. Slowly, they both turn to face the 
source of the voice, who turns out to be their dorm head, tapping her 
foot sharply. 


“Hayamura-sensei,’ Chuuya says, dipping his head in a quick bow. 
“What do you think you two are doing?” 


“We're exploring the school together!” Dazai says, flashing a brilliant 
smile. In a split second, he turns from the Demon Prodigy of the Port 
Mafia to Tsushima Shuuji, a happy-go-lucky student. 


“Might | remind you that ours is a school of great honor and 
prestige? Yet | find you here, out of uniform, lacking all the decorum 
and manners that one expects from those attending Shukuichi 
Academy. One might even believe you to be street urchins, with the 
way you're behaving!” 


Next to him, Dazai can feel Chuuya tense up slightly. Both of them 
have amazing poker faces (courtesy of being part of an organization 
that thrives on secrecy), but Dazai has been Chuuya’s partner for 
long enough that he may as well be an open book. He can read 
every twitch of Chuuya’s muscles, every blink of his eye, and even 
the way Chuuya’s heart beats. 


(He dislikes the thought that Chuuya might be similarly attuned to 
him.) 


Discreetly, Dazai presses two fingers to Chuuya’s back. 
Easy, partner. 
Beneath the light touch of his fingers, Chuuya relaxes minutely. 


Hayamura-senseli is still glaring at them, arms crossed, so Dazai 
steps up to do the talking. 


“Sorry about that, Hayamura-sensei!” He claps his hands together 
and bows in a perfectly apologetic manner. “The school’s just...so 
big and grand. | was trying to get some inspiration for a new art 
piece, and he hadn’t seen much of the school either, so...” A blush 
rises on Dazai’s cheeks, making him appear perfectly flustered and 
embarrassed. For extra effect, he even hunches his shoulders a 
little, making him appear meek and shy. “I’m really sorry! Really! The 
academy is just so beautiful...and | want to make the most of my 
years here...” 


Hayamura-sensei tsk’s, but just shakes her head in what must be an 
indulgent manner for her. 


“Oh, youth...” She gives them another once over. “Well, I'll let you go 
for today. But you must remember to carry yourselves with pride and 
decorum.” 

“Yes ma'am!” Dazai chirps. 

“Thank you, Hayamura-sensei,” Chuuya says. He’s back in 
character, as if nothing ever happened. “I'll make sure we get into 
our proper uniforms when we get back to our dorms.” 


“See that you do.” With a huff, she turns and leaves. 


The moment she’s out of eyesight, Chuuya immediately kicks Dazai 
in the shins. Nonplussed, Dazai pinches Chuuya’s side. 


“Gotta be a little more careful, slug,” he says as if he isn’t just as 
guilty. The look that Chuuya fixes him with says as much. 


“How about you stay in character better?” 


“Really? As | recall, | wasn’t the one getting angry there...ah, but 
maybe slugs just have a bad memory, oyo?” 


“Shut up,” Chuuya hisses. But Dazai isn’t wrong. Chuuya had been 
the one getting upset over the implication that he is still nothing more 


than a street urchin, that he hadn't gotten manners lectured into him 
by Ane-san. He wonders if that’s a direct reflection on Ane-san-that 
someone she had taught is being seen as uncouth or rowdy. 


“Whatever. Let’s just call it here for today.” It’s already approaching 
curfew, and Chuuya knows that they won’t be getting much more 
done today. He and Dazai always ride the dangerous little line 
between bickering and hitting each other where it hurts. Today, it had 
gotten a little too close to going over that line. 


The problem, of course, is that they’re soukoku. Everything they are 
is built on trust. Trust forced out of them, trust unwillingly given, 
trusting each other very slowly and then all at once—but trust 
nonetheless. There is no one in the world that Dazai knows better 
than Chuuya. Not even himself or Mori. The same, of course, goes 
for Chuuya. As inscrutable as Dazai is, when he’s in front of Chuuya, 
he may as well be a book in large print, laid out for easy reading. 


Neither of them are particularly keen on breaking that trust. But oh, 
both of them love toying with the line. Sometimes it gets them in hot 
water. Nowadays, they’ve gotten better at not pushing too hard, at 
keeping things wrapped up in the dark when they need to be. But 
sometimes, when their control spirals a little bit, they can’t help but 
toy with that trust-the unwavering, solid, hard-fought trust that has 
become both a certainty and a source of pain for them both. 


Because how do you hide anything from someone who knows you 
inside and out, who places their life in your hands regularly, who 
trusts you? 


Dazai is still trying to figure that one out, and Chuuya has simply 
given up completely. But it results in times like tonight, when they’re 
on the verge of poking a little too hard and a little too sharply. Half a 
year ago, Chuuya would have let it escalate, let it rip them both apart 
until they couldn’t stand the sight of each other at all and had to 
spend weeks repairing the trust they tore apart in a single night. But 
now, he simply walks away. Most telling of all, Dazai lets him. 


Two hours later, after they’ve both staunchly ignored each other for a 
while, Dazai settles himself in Chuuya’s bed. It’s just yet another 
ritual for them. If Dazai can be bothered to seek out Chuuya’s 
company before they rest, he isn’t too mad. Sometimes, he’s even 
pleased. But if Dazai doesn’t, then Chuuya has to be the one to seek 
Dazai out, to pull him out of his head and spend the next three hours 
coaxing his mind into his shell of a body. 


One is always at their most vulnerable when they are asleep. Thus, 
one should sleep alone and keep a hand on their weapon. Just in 
case. It’s a mark of how deep their trust runs that Dazai and Chuuya 
entrust themselves with each other while they’re sleeping. Even off 
duty, they sleep in shifts, four hours at a time. On their days off, 
they'll take longer shifts so that their partner can sleep uninterrupted. 
But here, at Shukuichi... 


They can’t doze off in class, because the school is particularly strict 
about classroom manners. Dazai finds himself nodding off 
sometimes if he’s been sleep deprived for a bit foo long, but he can 
handle himself without much sleep. Chuuya, however, is quite 
possibly the worst person in this regard; during their month-long 
bootcamp from hell, he had fallen asleep every day during their 
classes at some point. Towards the end, Dazai had made a game 
out of guessing exactly when the chibi was going to pass out. But 
they can’t do that at Shukuichi. 


...90 they’re going to have to sleep. At the same time. 


It shouldn’t be such a daunting task, but it is. Dazai very rarely feels 
safe enough to let himself sleep easily. The exception, of course, is 
when Chuuya is standing watch, because Chuuya is so strong and 
so quick that he can deal with any threats that come for them while 
he’s sleeping. He trusts in his partner’s ability and his strength, along 
with his own ability to wake up quickly and improvise on the fly, 
should it be necessary. 


“What're you thinking about, fish eyes?” Chuuya’s voice comes from 
beside him as he sits down with a heavy sigh. 


“_..| propose we adapt a four hour polyphasic sleep schedule built 
around our daily schedule, allowing us to get sufficient rest whilst still 
retaining our normal safety considerations.” 


There’s another sigh, this time a lot less tired and a lot more 
exasperated, and then there are warm hands on Dazai’s cheeks and 
fingers carding through his hair. 


“We can just sleep normally,” Chuuya says simply. “At the same 
time. You're a light enough sleeper that no one can get close to us 
without you waking up anyways. Fucker.” But his tone is light and 
affectionate, without any real heat to it. “Besides, we’re in a school, 
not in your shitty shipping container. No one is coming for us here. 
This mission is top secret anyways, so no one except Mori even 
knows where we are.” 


“Better safe than sorry,” Dazai murmurs. “If something were to 
happen...” 


“If something were to happen,” Chuuya says clearly, “Il would take 
care of it. You know that. You’re going to learn how to sleep, and you 
are not going to wake me up while I’m sleeping. God, | haven't had a 
good sleep schedule in such a long time...” Chuuya yawns, and 
Dazai looks up to see him with his nose scrunching up and his 
mouth falling open. 


It shouldn’t be endearing. It should be gross. Icky. But even Dazai’s 
stone cold heart cracks a little with relief. Chuuya’s not worried or 
stressed about any possible danger to them, and despite it all, 
Chuuya’s intuition is one of the most accurate things in the world. If 
Chuuya says that there’s no immediate danger, then more likely than 
not, there isn't. 


Dazai wonders when Chuuya became safety to him, and then 
immediately stops thinking about it. Such thoughts won't do when 
their blood is both mafia black, when even that indomitable trust that 
they share can be destroyed as easily as Mori snapping his fingers. 


Chuuya lies down, dragging Dazai with him. As always, they sleep 
back to back, protecting each other’s most vulnerable spots. Chuuya 
has always run a little warm, so most of the blankets go to Dazai. 
There’s a little huffing noise, and then two minutes later, Chuuya’s 
breathing evens out. He’s asleep. Just like that. 


It takes Dazai much longer to fall asleep. He’s not used to being 
asleep while Chuuya is too. Despite it all, the safety precautions that 
he’s used to are ingrained in him. Rationally, he Knows that there is 
very little to fear here, deep in the recesses of one of the most 
secure locations in Japan. He knows that his partner is capable and 
strong, that they have both taken pains to ensure that they’re not 
directly touching, skin on skin, while they’re sleeping, so that Chuuya 
can use his ability if he needs to. He knows that Chuuya, like him, 
will wake up at the slightest provocation of sound or movement. 


... Yet still, Dazai worries and thinks. His mind spins around and 
around like a fly circling the drain, thoughts buzzing around uselessly 
in his head. Down and down, deeper and deeper into his head he 
goes. 


Then Chuuya shifts against his back in his sleep, and Dazai is 
abruptly dragged out of his thoughts. He doesn’t dare to turn around 
and look at Chuuya right now, but he knows that the moonlight is 
turning Chuuya’s hair strawberry red, that he will be able to count his 
eyelashes if he looks hard enough. 


Dazai has counted Chuuya’s eyelashes before, so he imagines it in 
his mind—Chuuya’s closed eyes against the soft silver light of 
midnight, lashes long and silky. One, two, three, four, five, then a 
dozen more. 


Like this, still counting lashes in his head, Dazai falls into a fitful, 
dreamless sleep. 
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Chapter Summary 


We meet our first of (several!) Normal Teenage Students (tm). 
Also, Dazai and Chuuya head up a mission. 


Chapter Notes 
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On the first day of the winter term, Sato Yui comes into school 
excited. It’s her first time wearing Shukuichi’s winter uniform, which is 
so unique and well-designed that it may as well be high fashion. 
She’s been looking forward to it for months— modifying her uniform in 
every way permissible by the school, making sure it fits just right, 
doing her makeup to match. She looks good and she knows it. 


Sato had been the quiet, nerdy girl with stellar grades in middle 
school. That’s how she got into Shukuichi, after all, albeit as a 
transfer during her sophomore year. But! Her new high school life 
can begin anytime, and she’s planned to start it this winter term. 


...Or it would be, if she isn’t running late to class already. 
Yamada-sensei is going to kill me! Sato rushes around the corner, 
desperately checking her watch and wishing time would move just a 


little slower. Come on, come on, hurry—oof! 


In her haste, she rams into something big and solid that sends her 
tumbling to the ground. But before she actually falls, strong arms 
catch her, keeping her safe. 


Oh my God! Oh my Gad! Is this my shoujo manga moment? 


Then she actually takes a look at her savior, and—well. 


Praise every god out there for Shukuichi’s uniform! 


That uniform brings out all of her savior’s best assets. He looks like a 
prince, royalty incarnate, in such formal dress. Bright blue eyes 
pierce her very soul. Reddish orange hair—the likes of which she’s 
never seen in Japan before—falls in waves around his shoulders, 
smelling sweetly of pine musk and elderflower. And—dear God- are 
those freckles? They give his otherwise extremely sophisticated and 
handsome face a cute touch, and Sato knows she’s doomed. Utterly 
and completely doomed. 


The mystery stranger is still holding on to her, seemingly debating 
what he should do. Finally, after a moment of consideration, he sets 
her back on her feet gently. 


“Are you all right?” he asks, and Sato swears she’s fallen in love 
three times in the last thirty seconds. His voice. That man could ask 
her to jump off a cliff and she’d do it, no questions asked. 


“|, uh, yes, I-l’m fine!” she stutters, and then immediately throws 
herself forward in a bow. “I’m Sato Yui! Second year student at 
Shukuichi Academy. Thank you for saving me; I’m in your debt.” 


“Don’t worry about it, Sato-san. I’m Kashimura Chuuya. I’m a new 
transfer here. Nice to meet you.” 


“Oh! | was a transfer here too, last year. This school can be so 
overwhelming sometimes. If you ever need anything or want a guide 
or um, just want to eat lunch together...I’d be happy to! | Know it can 
be lonely when you're new to a school and don’t know anyone yet.” 


Kashimura-san laughs, and it’s by far the most melodious thing Sato 
has ever heard. Oh, she’s down so bad, and it’s only the first day of 
term. How is she going to survive this year? 


“| might take you up on that. See you later, Sato-san.” 


He waves before turning and walking down the hall. Sato’s heart 
stutters a little bit watching the flutter of his shoulder cape drift over 
his back. 


Shit! Class! 


And she’s off like a rocket, praying desperately that Yamada-sensei 
will have mercy on her soul. 


Half an hour later, Sato can confirm that her prayers were useless 
and that Yamada-sensei did not, in fact, have mercy on her anything. 


Sentenced to cleanup duty for two weeks! And | have to write a 
paper detailing exactly how | went wrong and why it’s bad to be late! 


She slumps forward in her seat. Bye bye, dreams of a brand new 
high school beginning. No one thinks that delinquents are cool at 
Shukuichi. They’re all too high-achieving for that. 


Just when Sato has given up on ever having a happy moment in 
high school ever again, the classroom door opens. And in walks the 
very person who had saved her that morning! 


He’s in my class! Holy shit, he’s in my class! 


There’s another transfer student beside him, lanky and long and tall, 
with a /ot of extra lace and frills on his uniform. He’s honestly pretty 
good looking, but next to Kashimura-san, he kind of pales in 
comparison. 


...Or maybe that’s just her opinion. Sato’s high school Prince 
Charming just walked into her classroom, okay? He’s going to be 
here! No one else can compare! Sato already has her heart set on 


him. They’re going to have a heart-fluttering high school romance, 
complete with shy kisses and sweet confessions, leading into a 
wonderful and free college life together, and then— 


Sato blushes so hard that she thinks her entire body might burn up. 
From the front, Kashimura glances at her, and his eyes (his sky-blue, 
ocean-deep, gorgeous eyes) light up in recognition. He gives her a 
small wave, and Sato almost keels over out of her seat. It shouldn’t 
be possible for a teenage boy to be this handsome! 


She almost misses the introduction for the other boy, Tsushima, too 
focused on where Kashimura will end up being seated. As luck 
would have it, he’s seated right in front of her! (And one seat to the 
left, but hey, that gives her a better viewing angle anyways.) He sits 
down and Sato swears she can count every muscle in his back. 


On the other side of her, Tsushima takes his seat. He waves a bright, 
cheerful hello and Sato quickly waves back. He’s one of those types, 
Sato can tell already. Naive, innocent, and bubbly—a little too peppy 
and a little too happy for this cruel, cold world. Nothing like 
Kashimura, who is elegant and strong (and maybe a little shorter 
than she thought, but hey, she’s not really picky about things like 
that). 


Over the course of the class, Sato discovers many things about 
Kashimura Chuuya. One, he stretches a lot. Every few minutes, he’s 
wiggling around in his chair a little, flexing his muscles to get some 
type of strain out of them. It’s glorious to watch. Two, he can spin his 
pen in what seems to be an infinite number of variations. She’s 
never seen anyone so...dextrous. 


Third, and possibly most importantly, Tsushima Shuuji is a goddamn 
nuisance. 


He’s possibly just as obsessed with Kashimura-san as she is. She’s 
heard that they are roommates—transfers often are—and they must 
have...well, something must have happened. 


The entirety of their first class, Tsushima keeps flicking little paper 
balls at Kashimura’s back. Kashimura stiffens every time anything 
hits him, but he doesn't deign to turn around and pay any attention to 
the annoyance. And then Tsushima starts drumming his fingers 
along Kashimura’s back, and she sees Kashimura visibly shudder. Is 
it disgust? Hatred? Anger? Sato’s got no idea, not really, but she 
likes to think it’s because her prince has the patience of a saint and 
is far too kind to tell Tsushima to stop. 


After a little while of tormenting Kashimura, Tsushima seems to give 
up and turns to his notes. But it turns out that they’re not notes at all; 
it’s a sketchbook, well-worn and well-loved, and Tsushima flips to a 
blank page to start sketching. 


Sato’s not trying to be a creep or anything. She swears! But she’s 
always found good artists, especially young ones, so fascinating. 
One of Sato’s (unfortunately many) weaknesses is that she has a 
hard time imagining anything and an even harder time visualizing it 
onto a piece of paper. Like anytime people tell her, “Well, tell me 
what you see in your mind’s eye—’ But the problem is that she 
doesn't even have a mind’s eye! She can’t so much as picture an 
apple in her head without it in front of her. 


So artists, who can pull creations out of thin air and put them to 
paper like it’s the most natural thing in the world, are extremely 
fascinating to her. Surreptitiously, she tries to watch Tsushima draw. 
Fortunately, she’s sitting at his left-hand side, so she can see most of 
what he’s doing. It’s a sketch—which makes sense; there’s no way 
he’d be able to bring all his art supplies into class—and it starts with 
curves and waves that swoop up and down. Within the space of 
each curve, he adds little extra details, and the drawing grows and 
grows, until suddenly Sato realizes that it looks a whole lot like 
Kashimura’s hair. 


Creepy. 


But also...kind of cute? Tsushima is the bubbly, peppy type. He’s 
probably also the type of guy to be shy around anyone he sees as a 


MUSE. 


...or aS more. Hey! Sato’s not the type to judge. But she will fight him 
for Kashimura’s hand. 


But she sees the way that Tsushima keeps his eyes, unwaveringly, 
on the back of Kashimura’s head. It’s a gentle gaze, but it’s fierce 
too, as if saying Hey! You might not know it, but I’ll protect you. 


...Maybe Sato has been reading too much BL lately. Who knows. 


After classes end, the students of Shukuichi Academy head to their 
extracurricular clubs. Every student is required to be part of at least 
one; most are part of two or more. New students usually attend a 
club fair on the Friday of the first week of term, and are expected to 
choose a club by the following week. 


Still, it comes as no surprise when Tsushima immediately joins the 
fine arts club. Sato’s a part of this club, most due to her fascination 
with the visual arts, but she’s such a poor artist herself that she has 
two other clubs to make up for it. One is the astronomy club, of 
which she is the secretary, and the other is...well, management. 
Specifically for the sports clubs. 


But today, she’s at art club, and Tsushima Shuuji immediately walks 
in, eyes bright and excited, carrying three sketchbooks and what 
looks like a shoulder bag full of art supplies. And, with absolutely no 
hesitation, he sits down at an easel and gets to work. 


Tsushima, it turns out, is chatty. Oh, he never stops painting the 
entire time, but he also never shuts up. The moment his pencil hits 
the canvas, his mouth also seems to open up, and out comes a 
stream of babble. 


“Oh hi! What’s your name? Ooh, what medium do you like working 
in? Oh, | didn’t know your parents owned the company that made 
these! Wow, that’s so cool!” 


“Oya? Well, philosophically speaking—if | may, of course—I do think 
that art is a science in and of itself—oh, but you're free to disagree, 
of course! But art and science both require passion, don’t they?” 


“Painting just...makes me happy, you know? There’s so much 
beauty in this world. And | think it must be my life’s calling to add a 
little bit to that beauty. However | can. What about you? Why do you 
do art?” 


...And on, and on, and on he goes. 


Sato has to admit that, honestly? It’s kind of nice. Sometimes the art 
club just gets so stuffy and silent, as if everyone is afraid of making a 
sound, for fear of disturbing the peace and concentration in the 
room. But Tsushima’s not shy about it at all. He’s determined to 
make sure everyone has a good time, that everyone is heard, that 
everyone is talking. 


By the end of the first day, Tsushima is friends with most of the art 
club. Sato can't help but be a little impressed. Even she had been 
charmed by him. It’s just that he’s so genuine and so excited. He’s a 
little bit like a puppy, honestly, and who can say no to puppies? 


Maybe Sato had judged him a little too harshly earlier. After all, 
Kashimura shines so brightly (to her, at least) that it had been hard 
to see anything else. But out of Kashimura’s shadow, Tsushima is a 
truly interesting little fellow. His art is exquisite, full of passion and 
technique that must have taken years of hard work and practice to 
produce. Even the piece he’s produced today-full of strange red 
swirls and a blue glowing effect, two figures nearly touching and yet 
not quite—is full of emotion. The anger, despair, and longing are just 
SO apparent in Tsushima’s art, and their art teacher had not hesitated 
to call him a genius. Tsushima had just blushed and stated that he 
needed to work even harder on his craft. 


Oh, there’s a little bit of jealousy around the room, to be fair. But 
Tsushima is too earnest for any of it to stick. It’s so hard to be mad at 
someone who is so genuinely passionate about what he’s doing, 
even if he’s better than you. Tsushima isn’t the kind of person to rub 
his own accomplishments in other people’s faces, and he’s proud of 
his work and yet humble about his skill. It's a dichotomy that makes 
him more or less immune to any jealousy coming his way. 


Must be from the countryside, Sato thinks. He’s got that sunny, 
sweet disposition that no city kid ever has. Now that she thinks about 
it, she thinks she can hear a bit of Kansai in his accent too. It 
wouldn't surprise her if he was. 


But Sato has to end up leaving art club early that day, because she 
has to go to another club that she’s a part of—the management club. 
She’s actually a lot more involved with this one than she is with the 
art club, partially because one of her strengths has always been 
being detail-oriented and partially because she’s aiming for a 
corporate management job eventually. 


Shukuichi's competitive academic and sports teams are managed a 
little differently than at other schools. In order to give students the 
best opportunity and experience in management, there’s an actual 
management club, where anyone who wants to be a manager for a 
club (sports or not) is required to go and take some extra courses. 
There’s usually one fixed “head manager” for every competitive club, 
and then those people recruit others from the management club to 
help them with their team. 


In particular, Sato works with the sports teams. Hey, it’s not her fault 
that everyone there is so nice to look at! More than that, they tend to 
be a little less snooty, so to speak, than a lot of the academic teams, 
and Sato already has enough going on in her life without having to 
deal with elitist pricks who brag about their IQ score and flaunt their 
parents’ money. 


Sato likes the swim team a lot; they tend to be very chill and very 
comfortable people. Plus, they show off the best assets. But a 


managing role for the swim team is hard to get because of those 
reasons too, so Sato resigns herself to a team with slightly less 
competition. Usually, that’s a tossup between the soccer team and 
basketball team. 


And oh Lord, Sato is glad she chose to help manage the soccer 
team this semester. 


Because there’s Kashimura, dressed down in soccer gear, moving 
so fast that he looks like a blur, kicking a soccer ball down the field. 
His footwork is insane. And he’s agile too, easily dodging and 
ducking between other members of the soccer team running down 
the field. 


Holy shit, Sato thinks. He’s literally perfect. 


Kashimura gets the ball into the goal with one soaring, perfectly- 
aimed kick, and then he looks up and he beams. The force of his 
smile is blinding. Sato is being blinded, and she doesn’t even care. 
She turns to look at the main soccer manager, a third-year named 
Aoyama. 


“| want to help manage the soccer team permanently this year,” she 
says with absolutely no hesitation. Sure, tryouts haven’t even 
happened yet, but she’s one hundred percent certain that Kashimura 
will make the team. There’s not even the echo of a question in her 
mind about that. 


Aoyama raises his eyebrows, and Sato knows it’s because she’s 
notoriously indecisive and also the type of person to try to help out 
with as many clubs as possible. But he just sighs and makes a note 
in his little notebook. 


“Noted,” he says drily. “I'll let you know in a few days. After the 
soccer tryouts.” 


“Thanks, Aoyama-san!” 


Sato is supposed to be helping take inventory of the storage that 
afternoon, but she keeps getting distracted by the players. 
Kashimura seems to be pretty popular; most of the guys are 
clustered around him, whooping loudly. They run drills up and down 
the soccer field, and Kashimura never wavers in what he’s doing. 
Every step he takes is taken in full faith that he knows exactly where 
he’s going and what he needs to accomplish. And lord, his precision. 
His footwork is that of someone who looks like they might die if they 
put one foot out of place. 


“Damn, you're fast, shorty,” she hears the soccer team captain tell 
Kashimura. “Tell you what—I had my doubts earlier when you 
insisted you wanted to run drills with us today, but holy crap, dude. 
Where'd you learn to play like that?” 


“France,” Kashimura says, winking. “Well—Germany, really. 
European countries are pretty small, so a lot of countries get their 
youth together and train at one big camp. Man, the Germans know 
how to run tight drills.” 


As he’s speaking, Kashimura casually bounces the soccer ball on 
the edge of his foot, looking for all the world like he's been doing this 
since he was born. The captain thinks very hard for a second before 
seeming to make up his mind abruptly. 


"YOSHINO!" he yells across the field. A shorter, stockier student 
comes jogging over a minute later. 


"Aye aye, Captain," he says merrily. "Whatcha need?" 
"How many open spots do we have this year?" 
"Participation or on the team?" 

"On the team." 


"Umm, well, we have two midfield spots open and we don't have any 
strikers right now." 


"Well then. Kashimura!" 

"Yeah, Captain?" 

"How do you feel about trying out for center forward?" 
"Well, Captain, I'd be honored." 


And that's how Kashimura ends up on the soccer team after a day of 
practice. Sato's so proud of her (soon-to-be) man! 


"Chibikko's drawing attention to himself," Dazai whines the moment 
that the door is shut to their dorm room. Chuuya blinks and looks up 
at the ceiling, then closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. 


"lam in control of my emotions. They do not control me. | am in 
control of my emotions." 


"Sweaty, gross, icky chibi," Dazai chants. "You've already got an 
admirer, did you know? Who would like such a sticky slug..." 


"Dazai," Chuuya grinds out between his teeth, "shut the fuck up. We 
have a mission to do, and I’d rather not kill you before | get paid for 
it.” 


“Ugh.” Dazai starts rolling around on the floor, clearly unhappy with 
the idea. “It’s just a small, useless group. Do we have to?” 


“Dazai.” The clack of Chuuya’s teeth is audible in his irritation. “Let’s 


go. 


Dazai hums for a second, and then starts ripping off all his cute 
accessories. On official Port Mafia business, he really shouldn't 


appear to be akin to a middle school girl. Pity. He really likes those 
barrettes. 


Shukuichi’s uniform is also just a /ittle too flashy and easily 
identifiable to wear out on mafia-related missions—and by little, 
Dazai means that it’s possibly the most ostentatious set of clothing 
he’s ever seen being worn, and Chuuya wears five layers and a 
stupid hat on a daily basis. The shoulder cape alone gives him hives, 
and that’s not even taking into account the gold loops, the 
embellishments on the trousers, and the thousand-and-one ribbons 
one can earn with outstanding behavior or performance. 


...But honestly, his mafia wear of a bespoke black suit and oversized 
coat is probably not that much better. 


Chuuya, meanwhile, is buckling up the leather harness he’s taken to 
wearing that allows him to carry a multitude of knives, daggers, and 
other small weaponry on his person. As always, it makes him look 
more like he’s headed to a special club than out on a mission. 
Really, paired with that choker that he always wears... 


Here’s the other thing about getting ready. Dazai, by virtue of only 
needing to put on a suit jacket and a different pair of pants, along 
with only carrying a single gun as a weapon, is ready in less than 
two minutes. 

Chuuya, on the other hand... 


Fifteen minutes later, Chuuya is still stuffing darts and random bullets 
wherever he can fit them. Dazai sighs, rolling his eyes. 


“Chibi. Slug. Microorganism. Hurry up.” 


Chuuya only glares at him before viciously shoving in even more tiny 
weapons. 


“The only reason | have to do this is because you refuse to do 
absolutely jack shit!” 


By the time he finally harasses Chuuya into leaving, the moon is 
already rising high in the sky. Their route for leaving the school is 
relatively simple, but very safe. Shukuichi, due to being old as balls 
and very large, has a whole host of underground tunnels that are no 
longer in use—including a tunnel that leads off of campus located 
right under the dormitory. And Dazai and Chuuya’s dorm just 
happens to be directly above it. With the help of Chuuya’s ability, it 
takes them hardly five minutes to plop down into the tunnel 
underneath. 


Here, Dazai’s facade melts away. All that cheer and pep and 
enthusiasm he had been putting on completely evaporates, leaving 
behind the husk of the Demon Prodigy. In the dimness of the tunnel, 
with only Chuuya’s ability for light, Dazai’s eyes shine red. 


Then Chuuya wraps his hand around Dazai’s wrist, dragging him 
forwards, and Dazai’s thoughts just...dissolve. Even through the fine 
leather of Chuuya’s gloves, he can still feel the heat of his skin, as 
hot as a furnace. 


“We’re just heading into the Shibuya underground today,” Dazai finds 
himself saying, words falling out of his mouth uncontrollably. This is 
something he hates about being around Chuuya sometimes—his 
impeccable self-control starts slipping. 


Chuuya gives him a Look. 


“| know,” Chuuya says. “Do you have intel on exactly who we're 
supposed to be dealing with tonight?” 


Dazai does, because even in the halls of Shukuichi Academy, he’s 
constantly connected and his phone is a veritable gold mine of new 
information, but it’s so fun to rile up Chuuya... 


“Let's see...they’re short! Microscopic, even! Terrible red hair...anger 
issues...dog-like...” 


“lam going to kill you where you stand,” Chuuya snaps. “Who. Are. 
We. Meeting.” 


Dazai flicks an imaginary speck of dust off his shoulder, but he can't 
be too annoying on an official mission. 


“We have intel about a drug liaison tonight. Presumably, these are 
the same drugs that went missing from our warehouse about a week 
ago. They didn’t take much, but...” 


“| get it. We're sending them a message.” 


“The Compass will undoubtedly be on guard for someone from the 
Port Mafia. They’re testing the waters right now; seeing how much 
they can get away with before retaliation strikes.” 


“They tried to gain territory around the border of Yokohama, right? 
We warned them to back off...” 


“And they did not.” 


“So we've confirmed that they want to expand into Yokohama and 
that they are directly starting to affect our business...but they’re not 
quite big enough of a threat yet to launch a full offensive against the 
mafia.” 


“Hence why we’re going after some of the lower level grunts, yes.” 
“Great.” Chuuya hums softly, hands in his pockets as he saunters 
on. It’s a habit that he hasn’t quite managed to completely break yet, 
leftover from the days when he would fight with only his legs. 
“Standard execution?” 

“This time, yes. Later...” 


“All right, partner. Let’s go.” 


The moment that the two of them step out of the tunnel, all 
conversation stops. But it doesn’t mean that they’re not 


communicating. Dazai can read every line of Chuuya’s back, every 
twitch of his muscles, every step he takes, and he knows that 
Chuuya is equally as aware of him. 


Soukoku. The perfect partners. Diamonds who polish each other. 
Twin flames. 


There’s a motorcycle waiting for them a little ways off the tunnel— 
black, plain, and a little dingy. It’s a far cry from what Chuuya 
normally likes to ride, but it's convenient and quick, and it allows 
them to get places fast. Plus, it’s a lot less noticeable than Chuuya’s 
preferred hot pink bike. 


Chuuya swings his leg over the front seat, practiced and smooth, 
and leans forward. 


“Get on, loser, and hold tight.” 


Dazai groans. He hates motorcycles, and he kicks the grass at his 
feet unhappily. 


“Why do we have to take a death machine? Why couldn't we have 
just driven a car? | know we have cars in Tokyo!” 


Chuuya doesn't even deign to reply to him. He dismounts the 
motorcycle and simply picks Dazai up (effortlessly, he might add) 
and sits him right on the back. Then he clambers back on, pulling on 
Dazai’s wrists to have him wrap his arms tightly around his middle. 


“Hold on,” Chuuya says again, “or you'll get thrown off and mutilated. 
You won't even die from it. You'll just get mangled.” 


Dazai knees him in the side. 


“Stupid chibi,” he whines, “stupid, dumb, idiot chibi who refuses to 
just take a car, and then / have to suffer—eagh!” 


Dazai will deny the noise that comes out of his mouth until the day 
he dies, but Chuuya definitely, very much hears the surprised yelp 


that escapes him when he starts the motorcycle at full speed. 
Chuuya cackles, shooting off into the night like a comet. 


He doesn't dare use Upon the Tainted Sorrow, not with Dazai draped 
over him like a particularly large teddy bear, but that doesn’t mean 
he can’t use his core muscles and milk the acceleration of the bike 
for all it’s worth. 


Behind him, Dazai has his cheek pressed tightly between Chuuya’s 
shoulder blades, screaming obscenities into his back. Eventually, 
even that fades into pouty whines, the kind that one would never 
expect from the Demon Prodigy. 


Ah, but even when they’re at their worst, even when they're simply 
weapons of the mafia, they're still Dazai and Chuuya, aren’t they? 
For all their bloodshed, for all their inhumanity, for all the suffering 
and trauma they've seen and experienced, they’re still teenage boys 
who trust in each other beyond anything else. 


The streets slip by quickly as Chuuya drives, the wind rushing 
through his hair. Behind him, Dazai is quiet now, apparently having 
tired himself out with his whining. Now he’s a warm, solid presence 
at Chuuya’s back, arms still tight around his middle. Every once ina 
while, Chuuya catches a hint of what he calls Dazai’s mafia cologne. 
It’s a sharp scent, almost spicy, but Chuuya has always found it 
rather soothing. 


The night is just this edge of cool, the sky is clear, and as they go 
down into downtown Tokyo, the lights of the city rush around them. 
Like this, it’s almost peaceful. Chuuya loves riding his motorcycle for 
many reasons, but foremost among them is simply the feeling of 
being able to escape once in a while. As if nothing else matters but 
the wind and the sky as long as he’s riding. 


And Dazai? After his bitching had died down, he'd actually started 
enjoying the ride. He hates admitting that the slug is right about 
anything, but even he can't deny that it’s nice to ride through the 
night like this. On the cusp of fall, the leaves on the trees have 


begun to redden, though none of them can yet match the fire of 
Chuuya’s hair. Still, Dazai’s tempted to reach out and catch a leaf 
between his fingertips—or he would, if he wasn’t still holding on to 
Chuuya for dear life. 


But this isn’t so bad, he thinks. Maybe when they go back to 
Yokohama, he'll have the slug take him out for more nighttime rides. 
It’s funny. He almost doesn’t want to kill himself right now. Chuuya’s 
blood is thrumming with life under his fingertips, the air seems a little 
less full of decay and emptiness, and even the aching void in his 
heart seems to have closed up a little. 


He grasps Chuuya just a little tighter. When it’s just them, just like 
this, that’s okay, right? 


It has to be. He won't let it be any other way. 


As they approach their destination, the spell that had descended 
over them over the course of their ride begins to lift. Dazai’s fingers 
loosen from around Chuuya’s waist, and he feels his Demon Prodigy 
mask slipping back into place. Chuuya himself grows stiffer, letting 
the background anger of Arahabaki wash over him, letting himself 
grow vicious. 


They leave the motorcycle a few blocks away from the alley where 
the drug deal is taking place. It would be bad if it was able to be 
traced back to them, after all. From there, they take to the rooftops 
until they have a perfect vantage point onto the pitch-black street. 


It’s an execution tonight, which means that their deaths will be quick 
and (relatively) painless. It's about sending a message. They’re not 
after any information, and it would be unlikely that these low level 
grunts would have much pertinent eknowledge anyways. The most 
important thing is that they discourage the Compass from continuing 
to try to sink their claws into Yokohama. 


It means that Chuuya will crush their jaws over a curb while Dazai 
shoots them three times, and then they will lay out their bodies in a 


gruesome display. Something that hammers it home— the Port 
Mafia are not to be trifled with. 


A mere twenty minutes later, three thugs show up, all laughing and 
jostling each other. One of them belches loudly, prompting another 
round of laughter. The smoke from their cigarettes wafts up into the 
air, and Dazai’s nose turns up. 


Cheap smokes, he taps to Chuuya silently. Chuuya’s shoulders 
shake with a silent snicker. 


The three grunts seem to be waiting for someone, loitering around in 
the dark alley. One of them brings out a pack of cards, clearly too 
bored to be keeping a proper watch. The three of them squat down 
on the ground and start shuffling the deck, playing some strange 
version of poker that involves a lot of slapping cards and reshuffling. 


Then, after another half an hour, a woman walks in. She’s dressed 
better, if still in somewhat worn clothes. Everything about her 
appearance sends the same message—pristine, yet worn down. 


“Boys,” she calls as she walks towards them. “Do you have what | 
asked for?” 


At the sound of her voice, all three of the men immediately scramble 
to their feet. 


“Yes’m,” one of them says. “I’ve got it right here—see, this whole box 
‘ere, came straight from Yokohama—’” 


“Excellent,” the woman says, interrupting them. “And you’re sure you 
weren't followed? Nobody dressed in black, perhaps a suit?” 


“No ma’am,” the thug says. “We checked everywhere, and no one 
was on our tail.” 


Because we got here before they did, Dazai thinks victoriously. 


“Perhaps the mighty Port Mafia isn’t quite so invincible after all... 
hmm.” 


“Uh, ma’am, I’m not sure if we should be tussling with that mafia. 
Dintcha hear ‘bout that Dragon conflict thingie?” 


“Soukoku. Yes, I’m aware. Oh, but they wouldn’t send them out for 
something as small as this...and after all, in every plan, one must 
take small steps first.” The woman bends down to inspect the box, 
and the moment her eyes leave the men— 


Bang! 
Bang! 
Bang! 


Three corpses drop to the ground, shot through the skull. Perfectly 
dead. 


“See, that’s where you're wrong, ma’am,” Chuuya says, grinning, as 
he effortlessly smashes one of the thugs into the concrete curb. The 
crack of his jaw is deafening in the aftermath of the gunshots, even 
silenced as they are. 


“You don’t get to fuck with the Port Mafia for free.” 


The look of sheer terror on the woman’s face is extremely satisfying, 
Chuuya thinks. Ah. There’s that look of dawning recognition. 


“You're, you’ re—s— soukoku!” 


“Not quite.” Dazai melts out of the shadows, his smile cold and 
insincere. “He’s just half. The smaller, lesser half, might | add.” 


“The Demon Prodigy,” the woman whispers. “Please. PLEASE! I’ll do 
anything! Anything you want. I, | could be a spy for you. | could give 
you information. I’m sure you want information.” 


Dazai laughs. It’s a cold, mocking thing that strips all the warmth out 
of the air. 


“Unfortunately, your greatest use will be to send a message to your 
boss on our behalf.” 


“| can do that!” the woman shrieks. “Let me—* 
Bang! 


Lifeless eyes roll up to the sky, unseeing. Dazai frowns at the 
smoking point of his gun. 


“You know you have to shoot them three times, right?” Chuuya 
gripes. He’s already getting to work smashing the jaws of the other 
two thugs on the curb. Small mercies, that he’s doing this now 
instead of when they had been alive. But Chuuya’s always been like 
that, Dazai thinks. Just this side of soft. Wouldn’t put someone 
through more suffering than he thought they really deserved. Too 
kind for the mafia, and far too kind for Dazai’s torture squad. 


The moment Chuuya’s done crushing their skulls into the ground, 
Dazai points and shoots exactly eight more times, putting two more 
holes into each body. Then Chuuya arranges their corpses into a 
gruesome sculpture. Meanwhile, Dazai stares at his gun, 
contemplating for a second. 


“| counted your bullets!” Chuuya yells. “There were only twelve in 
there. Can't shoot yourself on the job.” 


“Pity,” Dazai grumbles. “But since slug carries around extra ammo 
with him...” 


“Wrong diameter,” Chuuya immediately counters. He’s still 
positioning the last woman’s body, frowning as he looks at it. Then, 
in a massive display of strength, he rips off two of her limbs. “I think 
this is better?” 


“Aiyaya, Dazai sighs, shaking his head. “Chibi is such a brute. Now 
they'll think it was the work of a hitman.” 


“Uh huh.” Reaching into his pocket, Chuuya pulls out a bracelet 
charm in the shape of an anchor and drops it on the ground next to 
the woman. To anyone else, it isn’t noticeable, but to the Compass of 
the Rising Sun? 


They will know exactly who it is that put it there. They will know that it 
means that the Port Mafia is watching them, that they will fight for 
every slight against them, however small. 


“We should get out of here,” Dazai comments. “Someone will show 
up soon. And you're a little...” He wrinkles his nose as he looks 
Chuuya up and down. “Hmm. Bloody. And sticky.” 


“Let’s go then, bastard.” 


By the time the police show up, Dazai and Chuuya are already long 
gone. They'd left no trace; Dazai had even removed every bullet 
from the bodies before they’d gone. All that is left is a gruesome 
message for anyone daring to challenge the Port Mafia. Even some 
of the police retch at the sight, awful and terrible as it is. The police 
captain swears that this is the work of a madman. And the Compass 
of the Rising Sun gets the news before midnight even strikes. 


Meanwhile, an hour out of Tokyo, a pair of teenagers arrive ata 
secluded safehouse. There are a few giggles, and then abrupt 
silence as the door closes. Not a single person bears witness to the 
two of them, two shadows who move in the dark of night. 


It’s just the way they like it best, after all. 
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The next morning, Shukuichi’s rumor mill is working overtime. Some 
third year, whose family happens to be huge in the journalism 
industry, has caught wind of a vicious crime that happened in 
downtown Tokyo. 


“Four people!” Takeda yells out around a mouthful of fish and rice. 
They're all at breakfast, and no one can seem to stop talking about 
what happened. Takeda is particularly excited; he’s a true crime 
enthusiast, and this is one of the most interesting things to happen 
within close vicinity to him. Granted, it happened nearly an hour and 
a half away, but still. 


“What's going on?” Tsushima walks up to their table, carrying a tray 
of food, yawning. His hair is adorably mussed, and he’s clearly still 
half-asleep. There’s a colored pencil sticking up in his jacket pocket, 
and his shoulder cape seems to be drooping. 


Everyone at the table shuffles over a bit to make space, leaving 
Tsushima to drop into a seat right besides Sato. 


“Thanks,” he yawns, setting his bookbag down. “What happened? 
Why’s everyone all excited?” 


“lll tell you what!” Takeda hisses, eyes gleaming. “Murder. That's 
right. Violent, cold-blooded murder.” 


“Weren't they all gang members?” Sato says. Beside her, Murata 
nods vigorously in agreement. “So maybe it was a result of gang 
violence...” 


“Counterpoint,” Tsushima says, voice still fuzzy. “Isn’t gang violence 
still a form of murder?” 


“Well...yes,” Murata admits. “But they...well, they weren't exactly 
upstanding citizens, were they? And besides...weren’t they also 
caught with...” Here, Murata lowers her voice to a whisper. “... 
cocaine?” 


“A drug deal gone wrong then, do you think?” Takeda whispers 
excitedly. “But here’s the crazy part—no one knows who the culprits 
are. There were no fingerprints, hair, even foreign blood on the 
scene—nothing. Even the bullets had been removed from the 
bodies!” 


“Which to me sounds like it was premeditated,” Sato speculates. 
“Doesn't sound like a gang shootout.” 


“Maybe it’s the work of a vigilante?” Watanabe pipes up. She’d been 
pretty quiet so far, trying to focus on reading and homework. But 
eventually, she'd given up and was now listening intently. “Someone 
who wants the streets clear of gangs?” 


“Possibly...” Murata muses. “Or maybe it was an inside job by the 
government?” 


“And how do you figure that?” Takeda snorts. “They weren't, like, 
important criminals or anything. The government wouldn't waste their 
resources on garbage like that!” 


“How do you know they weren’t important?” Sato asks. 


“| keep tabs on all the top criminals in Japan, of course! Some of 
them are known only by aliases...for example, did you know that a 
criminal Known only as Soukoku has shot up twenty places in the 
last three months on the most-wanted criminal list? They’re only 
exceeded by the boss of the Tokyo yakuza and the boss of the 
Yokohama mafia!” 


“Is that a lot?” Tsushima asks, head tilted in confusion. 


“Oh, it’s a ton,” Takeda says. “Usually, the list hardly ever really 
changes. Going from a top twenty criminal to a top three criminal is a 
huge leap! | was actually really curious about what caused such a 
rise, sO | looked into it...” At this, Takeda leans in closer to all of 
them, eyes sparkling. “It turns out that they're an ability user. Isn't 
that crazy? And what's more, their ability is capable of tearing down 
entire city blocks and /iterally fighting dragons.” 


“Whoa,” Tsushima breathes out. “An ability user? | didn’t really think 
they were...y’know, real.” 


“Well, from what | know, Ability users usually keep to themselves,” 
Murata jumps in. “That, or they work for the government. We get 
news about them from time to time, but it’s really hard to tell what’s 
real and what’s not from just the newspapers.” 


“Plus, you're from the countryside, right, Tsushima-kun?” Sato says. 
“They’d probably have even less news there!” 


“| hear Yokohama has a lot of them,” Watanabe says. “More than 
Tokyo. That’s probably why we don’t hear much about them here— 
they're all over in Yokohama.” 


“| want to meet one someday,” Takeda sighs dreamily. “Imagine all 
the stories they could tell me...crazy abilities...police chases...” 


“You would not,” Murata says firmly. “Trouble follows around ability 
users like the plague. If you get caught up with them, you get caught 
up in all the trouble they bring. And it’s always some nasty business. 
That’s what my aunt says.” 


“You know, that’s a good point,” Watanabe says. “There’s a theory 
that the Gifted gain abilities because they’re missing something 
fundamental to being human. They get Abilities because it’s the 
universe trying to fill in those gaps.” 


“That’s ridiculous,” Sato scoffs. “As if! Abilities are just a 
phenomenon. Bit of a weird phenomenon, if you ask me, but they’re 
people just the same.” 


“Who really knows?” Takeda says. “None of us have ever met an 
ability user before—oh, but it would be exciting. I’ve never heard of 
an Ability user with a normal life.” 


“...Probably because any Gifted with a normal life doesn't advertise 
it publicly, Takeda-san,” Watanabe says. “But a lot of them are 
Criminals, aren't they?” 


“Ability users make up 56% of the most-wanted criminals list in 
Japan!” Takeda confirms. 


“That’s...extremely disproportionate, considering that the census 
says that less than 1% of the population is Gifted,” Watanabe says. 
“Makes one think. Would things be better without any Gifted 
around?” 


“| think it stems from discrimination,” Tsushima pipes up. “You know, 
any ability user would never be able to publicly say that they have an 
ability. So a lot of them don't get to finish school because they can’t 
control their abilities, and most of them are passed over for jobs...so 
it's either they get creative or they get involved in crime. You know?” 


“| thought you said you didn’t think they existed?” Murata scoffs. 


“| said that | didn’t know that they were real, because my parents and 
everyone else treated them like a bad fairy tale. Which proves my 
point more, don’t you think?” Tsushima pouts, puppy eyes coming 
out in full force, and they all relent. 


“Well...| guess it’s not really something they have any say over, 
right?” Sato sighs. “Can’t really control if you have an ability or not...” 


“They should have better control over their powers, though,” 
Watanabe says, lips pursed. “I hear things all the time about how the 


Gifted ruin people’s livelihoods or destroy things around them out of 
carelessness. | bet you anything that those four people yesterday 
were killed by a Gifted. That’s why they couldn't find any evidence.” 


“Can't be all of them, though,” Takeda says. “Or else Japan would’ve 
burned to the ground by now. And the world would have ended with 
the Great War.” 


“Wonder how many people have abilities without us even knowing...” 
Watanabe continues dully. “And if they're just walking around without 
a thought to us normal folk.” 


“| think it would be kind of cool,” Sato says. “I really don’t believe that 
they can all be bad. And I’m almost certain that some of them, at 
least, are part of normal society, just like us. It’s just... maybe the 
odds are stacked against them to begin with?” 


“Maybe,” Watanabe acquiesces, but she doesn't look very happy 
about it. “I wonder if we’re safe, though?” 


“Shukuichi is literally one of the safest places in the entire world,” 
Sato scoffs. “Even the prime minister’s son went here. Like. | don’t 
think we’re going to have any trouble.” 


Ding dong, ding dong! 


The school bells toll, signalling the end of breakfast, and everyone at 
the table sighs collectively. 


“Didn’t even get to finish eating,” Takeda says glumly. 

“Isn’t that your own fault?” Murata says, raising her eyebrows. “Now 
come on, | have a snack in my bag. You can eat it later during break. 
We're going to be late.” 


“You’re the best, Mumu-chan!” 


“| despise you.” 


Their first class of the day turns out to be physics, which is always 
one of the most painful classes. Their teacher is some horribly old 
and stuffy guy with a million and one accomplishments on his 
resume, with top-tier research to back it up. All of that means 
nothing, though, when the man absolutely sucks at teaching. 


“_..presumably you already know the derivation for this version of 
Schrodinger’s equation...in simpler terms, we can apply the old 
‘Fourier switcheroo,’ as | like to call it...it might be a little advanced, 
but I’m sure you can see that it’s intuitive here...” 


What in God’s name is he talking about? 


Sato slumps over in her seat, completely bored out of her mind. At 
least she can watch Kashimura from this angle. He, unlike most 
every other person in the class, seems to be totally engrossed with 
what the professor is saying. In fact, he seems to be...nodding 
along? 


Craning her head, Sato tries to see what Kashimura is writing, and 
holy crap. Those are equations. Like, actual real physicist equations. 
He must be some sort of genius, she decides. 


And then, wonder of wonders, he actually raises his hand. 


It’s unheard of. No one raises their hand in Kondo-sensei’s class. 
Even if they manage to understand enough of the material to actually 
ask something relevant, none of them can actually understand the 
answer to their question. 


...Except, apparently, Kashimura. Without even breaking a sweat, he 
holds an honest-to-God conversation with their old prude of a 
physics professor. It’s insane. Kashimura is insane. Sato swears that 
she’s seen grown men cry at the thought of having to converse 
about physics with Kondo-sensei. Yet here Kashimura is, debating 
something about gravitons and gravitational waves, which she’s 
never even heard of, like it’s second nature to him. 


Honestly, the nerdiness kind of makes him hotter. Is that bad? 
Probably, but Sato can’t bring herself to care. Kashimura seems to 
get more and more perfect by the second. 


The moment the bell rings and Kondo-sensei leaves the room, Sato 
immediately goes over to Kashimura and slams her hands on his 
desk. 


“How did you do that?” she demands. “What the hell. | don’t think 
I've ever seen anyone actually speak to Kondo-sensei.” 


“Ah...” Kashimura seems a little speechless. “I’m not sure if | know 
what you mean? He seemed pretty okay to me...maybe a little old- 
fashioned...” 


“She means where did you learn all that,” Murata cuts in, striding up 
to the two of them. “That really was crazy. | thought he was going to 
have your head. Are you, like, some sort of physics prodigy?” 


“|... don’t think so?” Kashimura looks genuinely confused. “I mean. | 
think | would like to study physics at university, when | get there...but 
| don't think | did anything particularly noteworthy today...” 


“| think even he was stunned,” Sato says triumphantly. “There’s no 
way. He’s never had a conversation like that with a student before. 
You must be crazy good at physics.” 


“Thank you...” Kashimura scratches his head, cheeks flushing. “| 
really didn’t do much, | think. Just a basic, ah, mid-level discussion.” 


“Oh, Kashimura-san,” Murata sighs with all the feeling of a mother 
towards her son. “You’re at a nerd school now, y’know. The 
nerdiness? It makes you coo/ here. Don’t you get all shy because of 
it now.” 


“On that note,” Sato says brightly, “would you help me study for 
physics?” 


“| ” 


“Please please please, Kashimura-san? You're just so good at it, 
and I’m honestly kinda worried that | won't be able to pass, and just 
so you know! | do study hard! But physics is my weak point, | guess, 
and | would just, | really would like the help, and—” 


“All right, all right!” Kashimura puts his hands up, leaning a little bit 
away from Sato. “Okay. We can do some studying here and there. 
But you know, I’m kind of busy with the soccer team and 
everything...” 


“That’s okay!” Sato says quickly. “I’m helping manage the soccer 
team this year, so I’d be on pretty much the same schedule. Thank 
you so much, Kashimura-san!” 


“Oh, could | join too?” Another girl from their class, having overheard 
their conversation, chimes in. Sato feels herself bristling up. 


“Oh, and me!” 
“Me too!” 


Kashimura looks around helplessly as half the class swarms around 
his desk, demanding his help. His eyes lock with Tsushima’s, who’s 
standing a little bit off, seemingly overwhelmed with the crowd that’s 
suddenly appeared. 


Help me, he mouths. Sato inwardly cringes a little bit. What’s 
Tsushima going to do? He’s not really the threatening or intimidating 


type. 


But Tsushima seems to think differently. He clears his throat, which is 
somehow sharp enough to cut through the chatter. 


“| think Kashimura-kun is too nice to say no...but | know from 
studying a lot that it takes time! And he’s already busy...! don’t think 


you guys should take advantage of him just because he’s good at 
physics.” 


“Sorry, NOBODY ASKED YOU!” someone yells from the back. 
Kashimura frowns. 


“No no, Tsushima-san’s right,” he says. “I really don’t have time to 
teach the whole class...I’m sorry guys. | want to help everyone out, 
but...” Kashimura rubs his neck uncomfortably. “I don’t think I’m 
physically capable.” 


There’s a murmur of disappointment around the room, and Sato can 
feel the atmosphere slowly souring. At this rate, Kashimura might be 
ostracized, or ignored, or even bullied! And that’s unacceptable. 


“It's okay, guys!” Sato says among the whispers of discontent. 
“We've survived for this long, haven't we? We're Shukuichi students, 
for heaven’s sake! We're literally some of the smartest people on the 
face of this planet. Physics should be a breeze for us, and if it’s not, 
you have thirty other brilliant people in this class, at least one of 
which can help you out. Kashimura isn’t your physics Jesus or 
anything. Right?” 


“| mean...” One guy squints a little. “He could be. That’s the thing, 
right? Clearly he’s way better at this shit than the rest of us—” 


“Language,” Murata snaps. 


“Shut up, dickwad—anyways, we all know that Kondo-sensei speaks 
in gibberish on a good day and is literally an alien on a bad day. 
Right now, he’s curving the grades for physics really hard, because 
all of us suck impressively. But if someone suddenly doesn’t suck 
that bad...” 


“All of our grades are in danger!” someone else yells. At this, another 
round of whispers and mutters start. 


“Spare me,” Kashimura mutters under his breath, and then takes in a 
deep sigh. 


“Tell you what. I'll do, like, a physics review or something once a 
week. And you can all come and whatever. And maybe the class rep 
can go talk to the professor or something? I’m sure he doesn’t 
realize how hard this class is.” 


It is at this moment that Sato realizes that Kashimura has the 
patience of a saint. His blue eyes are as calm and steady as the 
ocean on a nice, sunny day. And even harangued as he is, there’s 
still a warm expression on his face as he indulgently answers 
everyone's questions. 


The patience of this man...! ls he a monk? A saint? This never- 
ending well of calmness and composure! So good natured! 


“| AM GOING TO KILL THEM. ALL OF THEM. THEY CAN ALL 
PERISH IN A GODDAMN FIRE! ILL SET THE FUCKING FIRE!” 
Chuuya yells as soon as the door to their dorm room closes. Dazai 
giggles like the maniac he is and pats Chuuya on the head. 


“There, there, little chibi! You just couldn't say no, isn’t that right?” 
Dazai simpers. Chuuya yells again, a wordless scream of rage, and 
punches his bed frame. The wood gives out a little beneath the 
weight of his knuckles. 


...It is a damn good thing that they had super soundproofed this 
room before they even came here. Mori’s a huge bitch about about 
“keeping the secrets of the Port Mafia secret” and “creating a totally 
isolated environment, even within the halls of a facility not our own” 
and “Chuuya-kun, you are very loud.” (Chuuya had screamed so 


loudly and aggressively at that last one that several windows had 
shattered. It had been glorious.) 


Dazai giggles again while Chuuya takes it out on his rage pillow with 
murder in his eyes. The rage pillow, as Dazai likes to call it, is a very 
large stuffed animal from one of Kouyou’s girls. Somehow, it seems 
to possess the strength of the gods, because no matter how hard 
Chuuya punches it or tears into it, it has never shown the slightest 
inclination of ripping. Kouyou had given it to him after one of 
Chuuya’s more...destructive rampages. Honestly, it’s a pretty 
adorable plush, in the shape of a very rotund fish with a very goofy 
expression. 


He lets Chuuya whale away on the plush for a few more seconds 
before walking up behind him and gently carding a hand through his 
hair. He presses his fingers in at the base of Chuuya’s skull, firm but 
gentle, and then scratches at his scalp a little. Slowly, Chuuya’s 
punches at the rage pillow get lighter and lighter until they stop 
altogether. He trembles minutely, and then he sinks back onto Dazai, 
who catches him without an ounce of hesitation. 


It’s another little ritual that they’ve developed over the months of their 
partnership. Chuuya is...angry. Sometimes unreasonably and 
uncontrollably so. Sometimes, even Dazai can’t calm him down. But 
he can try, and they have a system that works. Most of the time. 


Chuuya craves intimacy and the gentle touch of someone who might 
even show an inkling of care towards him. Dazai is generally not that 
person, but it’s very useful to get Chuuya to calm the fuck down. 
Even a small reminder that he isn't alone, that he is more than just a 
fiery ball of rage, is enough to soothe many of the storms of 
Chuuya’s temper. 


Dazai counts to precisely fourteen seconds before throwing Chuuya 
off of himself. It won’t do to seem too attached to the chibi, after all. 
Chuuya still looks grumpy, like he’s about to stab someone, but the 
threat of legitimate arson, at least, seems to have dissipated. 


“| hope you choke on a razor blade,” Chuuya says, and Dazai knows 
that the explosive fit of anger has passed. 


“Sounds painful,” Dazai replies cheerily. “Maybe if | dose up on some 
oxy first.” 


Chuuya rolls his eyes as he shucks off his school uniform, slipping 
into more casual wear. It’s mostly dark grey and black—perfect for 
sneaking around the school. They can’t sneak out of the school two 
nights in a row, so instead, they're searching the school again for 
any clues as to where those secret documents are. 


They’re waiting for the Compass of the Rising Sun to make the next 
move now, to see if they’re serious about taking on the Port Mafia. In 
the meantime, Dazai and Chuuya need to find those dumb 
government files that Mori is after. 


Dazai knows something—of that, Chuuya is sure. But he will never 
share anything unless he absolutely has to. One of the most well- 
known facts about the Demon Prodigy (and there are really not that 
many things that are public knowledge) is that he is notoriously 
mysterious and tight-lipped about any sort of information. Chuuya, as 
his partner, is unfortunately no exception to that rule. He just 
happens to be able to read the mackerel a little better than most. 


So Chuuya doesn’t complain when Dazai decides to lead their mini- 
expedition tonight. And he a/so doesn't say anything when Dazai 
somehow guides them into a passageway in the walls that just 
happens to be there. 


Really, Chuuya spends so much time just accepting Dazai’s antics, 
yet the stinky fish still thinks that Chuuya gets on his ass for 
everything. Chuuya only gets on his ass when it’s particularly 
egregious or personal, thank you very much. Because like it or not, 
Chuuya does trust (ugh) Dazai’s brain and whatever cockheaded 
plan his little megalomaniac brain cooks up. 


But he /s getting a little tired of walking through pitch black darkness 
with only Dazai’s haunting whistling for company. Whoever taught 
that motherfucker how to whistle should be exiled. Hanged. Tortured 
in the dungeons. 


(Coincidentally, Chuuya elects not to remember that one festival that 
the two of them went to. Chuuya had been whistling for most of the 
night and Dazai had not stopped bothering him until Chuuya taught 
him how as well.) 


“Stop that,” Chuuya demands. The eerie whistling stops abruptly, 
followed by a sigh. Just when Chuuya thinks he’s won, just this once, 
Dazai starts being Dazai again. 


“Tick tock, tick tock,” Dazai sings, voice breathy and high. “Bedtime 
for baby, rocking to rock-a-bye. Tick tock, tick tock, don’t you let the 
baby cry. Tick tock, tick tock, oh play with me, play with baby...” 


“You’re so fucking creepy,” Chuuya mutters. His ability flares up, red 
and shimmery in the darkness of the passageway. Dazai’s eyes glint 
bloodred in the light, and he smiles mirthlessly. 


“Tick tock, tick tock, darling, where’s the baby, what’s the time? Tick 
tock, tick tock, the clock counts down and you’re sure to die...” 


Honestly, what Chuuya hates the most is how Dazai’s voice actually 

doesn't sound bad. Oh, he’s not a world class singer or anything, but 
his voice is nice and soothing, and Chuuya kind of hates himself for 

wishing that Dazai would sing more. 


Actually, Chuuya is aware that apparently everyone but him thinks 
that Dazai singing is creepy as fuck, even though he mostly just finds 
it endearing. Even Mori visibly shudders whenever Dazai starts 
humming a little ditty in a minor key, voice just a little too piercing for 
how hoarse and raspy it is. Hirotsu will walk the other way, and every 
other member of the Port Mafia tends to turn tail and run away as 
quickly as they can. Even their enemies seem to find it really 
unsettling. Chuuya kind of gets it, because Dazai’s singing voice is 


quite a bit higher than his speaking voice, and it carries with ita 
childlike quality that’s hard to describe. It’s odd, sure, but unsettling? 
Maybe unearthly is a better way to describe it. 


Ah, but Chuuya likes it, and since he’s the one who's with Dazai 
most of the time, isn’t it his opinion that matters the most anyways, 
then? 


Dazai continues singing and humming all the way until they stop, 
apparently with no regard for the possibility of being heard. Chuuya 
supposes that if there had been much of a risk, Dazai would have 
already considered it. Still, Chuuya keeps his ears out for any sound 
of anyone on the other side of the wall. There’s no one, which barely 
relaxes him. If Dazai won't be vigilant, then Chuuya’s the one who 
has to be. 


They stop at a stretch of the passageway that looks like every other 

part of the passageway that they had walked through—that is to say, 
old, damp, and dark. But Dazai only has to tilt his chin up for Chuuya 
to understand. 


There’s an old vent there, rusty in its disuse and weathered down by 
time, seemingly welded shut. For anyone else, it would have been 
nearly impossible to remove without a whole plethora of tools. But for 
Chuuya? 


All he has to do is float up and touch the rusty metal with a single 
finger, and the metal immediately separates itself from its concrete 
surroundings without so much as a squeak. With just as much 
finesse, he lowers the vent shield to the ground silently, then grabs 
the back of Dazai’s coat to lift him up like a noisy kitten. 


“A brute! Chibi is a brute! Not even warning me when I’m doing so 
much for him...” 


“Shut up, bandage-waster.” Chuuya deposits him very firmly on his 
butt in the vent before joining him. Dazai mimes being choked by his 
coat and Chuuya slaps him. Hard. 


“Focus,” Chuuya hisses. “Where are we going, you dumb fucking 
prodigy?” 


Dazai makes an exaggerated show of rubbing his cheek right up into 
Chuuya’s palm, pressing him deeper into the vent. Chuuya flails a 
little under the sticky attack, catching himself with his palms. 


“You’re so—oh my fucking God, if it was down this way, you could 
have just said so.” 


“Dogs can’t understand human speech,” Dazai says cheerfully. “The 
headmaster’s office is down that way. There’s some locked cabinets 
in there...| think even someone like Chuuya should be able to infer 
the rest, ne?” 


“Could’ve started with that,” Chuuya grumbles as he extricates 
himself from Dazai. That’s the problem with Dazai, he thinks. Well— 
one of them, at least. He oscillates frighteningly quickly between 
being soft, almost needy, to being sharp, quick, and cruel. But then 
again, Dazai hasn’t been properly cruel to Chuuya in...oh, a long 
while now. Chuuya knows that. He’s seen the way that Dazai treats 
other people. No matter how infuriating Dazai is, no matter how 
annoying and distant and closed-off he is, however much he hates 
sharing whatever is going on in that big brain of his, Dazai has never 
treated him with the callous coldness that he approaches the rest of 
the world with. 


On Dazai’s part, it’s simply because Chuuya burns so brightly and so 
hot, with such voracious flames that even Dazai has to try to match 
him. Chuuya makes him do unpredictable things, and it’s a little 
frustrating to have things, even such small things like that, to be out 
of his control. 


....Even things such as keeping his eyes trained on Chuuya’s 
backside as they crawl through the vent space. Dazai doesn’t know 
why it makes him want to avert his eyes, but it does. Just the sight of 
Chuuya’s behind, lightly jostling up and down as he moves, is 
enough to make Dazai want to scratch his eyes out. Objectively, 


there should be no reason for him to feel that way, and absolutely no 
reason for him to want to reach out and touch— 


His ass is so fat, Dazai thinks, and then immediately wants to cry. 
What is wrong with him? Why does he have an opinion on Chuuya’s 
ass at all? Sure, it’s round and jiggly, and it makes Dazai want to sink 
his fingers into it, but it shouldn’t and why, why, why is he still 
thinking about Chuuya’s ass? It has to be a side effect of spending 
far too much time in the company of such a sticky, gross slug. His 
germs are getting all over Dazai, he’s sure of it. It's nothing, Dazai is 
sure. Definitely nothing to be worried over. 


He’s so caught up in his internal whirlwind of thoughts that he almost 
doesn't notice when Chuuya stops. 


“We’re here,” he says. “Are there cameras in there?” 
Meaning, did you disable them, you dumb fish? 


“Ye—.” Dazai’s voice comes out as almost a squeak, and he clears 
his throat frantically. “Of course | disabled them, Chuu~ya. Don’t you 
trust me?” The last sentence comes out as a simper, and Chuuya 
rolls his eyes. 


Of course he trusts him. They’re soukoku, after all. 


Quietly, Chuuya pushes open the vent cover and drops down 
silently. Dazai isn’t far behind him, with all the grace and elegance of 
a panther. The floor is carpeted, so they make nearly no sound as 
they land. Chuuya does his usual sweep of a room, checking for 
entrances, exits, traps, cameras, or anything else of note that might 
help them in a fight. Dazai, meanwhile, is already strolling across the 
room. 


The headmaster’s office is large and luxurious, befitting of such an 
old and storied institution. The walls are paneled with solid slabs of 
mahogany, well-oiled and sleek. Dozens of painted portraits with 

plaques to match, larger than life and perfectly aligned, watch over 


the room from the walls. Under their feet, the floor is solid marble 
polished to a mirror finish. A grandiose chandelier hangs from the 
very center of the ceiling, which itself is painted in a Renaissance art 
style. Then there are the bookcases installed against the walls, the 
cushy couches and armchairs, the glass-and-ebony coffee table, and 
a dozen other pieces of high quality furniture that scream of wealth 
and prestige. 


The headmaster’s desk is the centerpiece of it all—a monstrously 
huge piece of art, carved from solid wood with Rococo-inspired trim, 
gilded at the edges. To most, it looks almost too expensive to touch. 


To Dazai, it’s the perfect place to put his feet up while he flips 
through a sheaf of documents that he’d grabbed out of a (locked) 
drawer. 


It's these documents that will give them their first real lead. These 
pieces of paper, old and new, detail every renovation and every 
allocation of campus space since Shukuichi Academy’s inception. 
Some of the papers are so old that they threaten to crumble beneath 
Dazai’s fingertips, but they’re at least all preserved extremely well. 


In the far corner of the room, Chuuya tests the seams and panels of 
each slab of wood that makes up the wall. Perhaps it’s not likely to 
turn up much in any other school, but Chuuya has this sneaking 
hunch that there is more to this office than meets the eye. And 
Chuuya’s instincts are almost never wrong. 


There’s silence for a few minutes, broken only by the rustling of 
paper and the occasional knock on wood. It’s just past midnight; the 
last teacher should have just finished their rounds before they snuck 
in, which means they have the rest of the night to search the office. It 
won't take them that long; it never does, but Dazai hates being 
interrupted more than anything when he’s actually doing some 
semblance of work. 


Then, at nearly the same moment, Chuuya exclaims a quiet “Got it!” 
just as Dazai hisses with satisfaction at finding what he’s looking for. 


“Underground,” Dazai says, eyes glinting red. “The labs were 
underground.” 


“Found this little thing,” Chuuya declares, pressing his palm into what 
looks to be a random section of the wall. Then the panel gives way 
under his fingers, and the wood slides open to reveal a scanner. 
“Biometric scanner. Looks like a retinal scan. I’m guessing we'll trip 
an alarm if we try to get through this without the right eye.” 


“Hmm,” Dazai says, and reaches into his pocket. Without fanfare, he 
pulls out a perfect eyeball. 


“What the fuck, Dazai,’ Chuuya gasps. “You didn’t actually gouge out 
the eye of the headmaster, did you?” 


“Nope,” Dazai says. “But there was that ability user we captured a 
while ago with that shapeshifting ability...” 


“You gouged out his eye? But how is it staying shifted, especially 
while you're touching it—* 


“Chibi. We literally have a stasis ability user who is in your squad. 
Tell me again, how does his ability work?” 


“He can keep anything in stasis up to the size of his fist...linked to a 
key that he wears around his neck...” 


“Exactly. So the source of the stasis—* 


“Is in the keys. And so the eyeball you took from the shapeshifter 
remains shifted, even when taken away from the shifter himself.” 


“There you go! | knew even stupid chibis would get it eventually!” 
Dazai’s expression goes cruel, teeth flashing and the red of his eyes 
even more apparent. 


“And how exactly did you know that we would need his eyeball?” 
Chuuya presses. Dazai sighs, as if Chuuya is the most idiotic person 
he’s ever had to deal with. 


“Slug. My dearest, shortest hatrack. At a school as well-off and 
secretive as this one, at any institution that holds their secrets in 
such high regard...they must employ as many biometric security 
features as they can, no? Easy enough for even the dumbest 
morons to use, secure enough that it would be extraordinarily difficult 
for anyone else to break in...if | couldn't even foresee this much, | 
wouldn't deserve my title, would |?” 


Chuuya rolls his eyes, but he is begrudgingly impressed. He steps 
aside and lets Dazai put the eyeball up to the scanner. There’s a 
flash of green light and then a light beep, and an entire section of the 
wall slides to the side to reveal a pitch-black space. 


“Well then, chibi. Shall we go into the maw of darkness?” 


“You're so fucking dramatic,” Chuuya mutters, but activates his ability 
anyways as he steps in. In the glow of Upon the Tainted Sorrow, the 

room comes into dim focus. It’s full of shelves and cabinets and very 

little else, but Dazai seems extremely pleased. 


“Bingo,” Dazai says. “We hit the gold mine. Everything about 
Shukuichi, all the important, really hidden stuff—it’s all here. And 
we’re looking for...” 


Dazai steps further into the room, flicking on a tiny flashlight as he 
goes. It takes him only a few minutes to pick the lock on a cabinet 
and sift through its contents. And there, just as he had predicted, is 
exactly what he’s looking for. 


“What’s that?” Chuuya moves in closer, shoulders nearly touching 
Dazai’s. He frowns as he looks at it. 


“Blueprints,” Dazai says, grin wide and feral. “We've got the 
blueprints of the entire school now, Chuuya. We have the treasure 
map.” 

It doesn’t look like much—a bundle of rolled up papers, perhaps ten 
sheets in total. But the way Dazai is smiling...well, Chuuya knows 


that Dazai only smiles like that when he’s either very pleased or just 
got done torturing someone. 


“Good work, partner,” Chuuya says. He ruffles the top of Dazai’s 
head, feeling almost inordinately pleased at the way Dazai shivers 
and gloats under the attention. Because as much as Dazai doesn’t 
like to admit it, Chuuya knows that he loves being recognized for the 
work that he does. And sometimes, just sometimes, Chuuya thinks 
that he can indulge him. 


“The real work starts next week,” Dazai says. “The underground 
system is huge, and Mori wants as much information as we're able 
to muster. It’s going to suck, chibi.” 


But looking at Dazai’s face, Chuuya wonders if it’s going to suck at 
all. That pleased look on his face...suddenly, Chuuya is struck with 
the realization of just how much he likes that look. And anything that 
makes Dazai so happy can't be that bad. 


Right? 
Chapter End Notes 


Thanks for reading, everyone! Comments and kudos make my 
day *.4 


tfw your classmates are, like, super gay for 
each other 


Chapter Notes 
See the end of the chapter for notes 


Sometimes, Sato really does wonder what goes on in the heads of 
teenage boys. 


This feeling surges up in her even more as she watches Tsushima 
lean into Kashimura’s space. It’s like watching a train wreck, she 
thinks. Holy fuck. Tsushima might be even more desperate than she 
is. 


“Chuuuuya,” Tsushima whines, putting both of his hands over 
Kashimura’s left shoulder. “Kashimura-saaaaaan.” 


Kashimura is staunchly ignoring Tsushima, but his knuckles are 
starting to turn white from how hard he’s gripping his pencil. 
Tsushima, clearly undeterred by Kashimura’s disinterest, throws 
himself over Kashimura’s desk. 


“| was thinking about how tiny you are, so | made this for you! Tada!” 
Tsushima pulls out a tiny sculpture with a flourish, beaming as he 
presents it to Kashimura. It’s...a tiny dog. Specifically, it looks like a 
golden retriever wearing a hat. The pencil in Kashimura’s hand 
audibly cracks as he looks at it. 


“What is wrong with you?” Kashimura snaps. “Why do you insist on 
being like this?” 


“Don’t you like it?” Tsushima pouts. “Look how cute it is! Very 
sluglike, don’t you think?” 


Sato, from her vantage point of about half a meter away from said 
tiny sculpture, cannot for the life of her see where it resembles a 


slug. But she does agree that it is a very cute little trinket. And given 
Tsushima’s proclivity towards the arts, she’s willing to bet her favorite 
notebook (and pens!) that it’s handmade too. 


“I’m gonna get a dog,” Kashimura seethes. “A huge Doberman. 
Maybe a German shepherd. And I'll train it to bite your ass.” 


“Ah! So violent!” Tsushima shrieks. But he seems perfectly happy 
wiggling on top of Kashimura, nuzzling his cheek right into his blazer. 
And Kashimura, despite all his complaints, is actually letting him?! 
Sato might need to reconsider her tactics to get Kashimura to notice 
her. 


“He’s the perfect guy,” Murata sighs next to her, propping up her 
elbows on Sato’s desk. 


“| Know, right?” Sato’s eyelids flutter a little bit as the next ten years 
of dating-marriage-kids with Kashimura fly through her head at 
lightning speed. 


“His hair looks really soft,” Murata murmurs. 


“Mmhm,” Sato agrees. It’s a really pleasant ginger color, really brings 
out the color of his eyes...and it looks luscious to the touch. And it’s 
shiny too...Sato thinks about all the other dingy teenage boys in their 
class, whose faces are a mess of acne and youth, hair oily and cut in 
awkward angles. Kashimura’s hair is flawless in comparison. 


“| call dibs,” Murata says suddenly, and that’s enough to snap Sato 
out of her reverie. 


“What? No! | have dibs!” 


Murata fixes her with an icy stare, enough to freeze even the 
warmest of hearts. 


“You know the rule of dibs, Sato. | call dibs.” 


“But Murataaaaa!” Sato whines. “I’ve been into him since literally the 
first day he was here!” 


“You never called dibs,” Murata says triumphantly, and yeah, Sato 
can admit, she’s right. But that doesn’t mean she’s going down 
without a fight! 


“But I’ve been talking about him literally since the day he transferred 
here!” 


At this, Murata throws Sato a strange look. 


“Sato, my dear, | have never heard you mention him. Not even once. 
| didn’t even think you knew his name?” 


“What do you mean?” Sato demands. “I literally—I talk about him all 
the time, Murata! And especially to you!” 


“You talk about Kashimura all the time,” Murata says pointedly. 
“I—yeah? Who are you talking about?” 
“Tsushima, obviously! Mr. Perfect, hello?” 


“Tsu— you think I’m into Tsushima? That art hoe?” Sato can’t keep 
the sheer disgust from seeping into her voice. Murata glares at her. 


“Oh, like you can talk! You’re into the—the fucking jock! How 
stereotypical is that, hun?” 


“Hey! He’s got good grades! He’s got the physics brain; you saw him 
with Kondo-sensei.” 


“Yeah, but where’s his soft, expressive side? Just you watch, Sato, 
he'll be one of those guys that'll leave you hanging high and dry. 
Emotionally inept, | guarantee it. But Tsushima? Now that’s a man 
who's in touch with his emotions.” 


“Maybe a little too in touch,” Sato mutters under her breath, watching 
Tsushima play with Kashimura’s hair in her periphery. The little 
sculpted puppy is still sitting innocently on Kashimura’s desk, almost 
taunting in its cheery thoughtfulness. Kashimura himself seems to 
have resigned himself to being tormented by Tsushima, not even 
attempting to retaliate as Tsushima runs his fingers through his hair, 
instead opting to focus back on whatever piece of homework he 
hasn't completed yet. 


Honestly, the two of them make quite a striking pair. Part of it is the 
physical differences—one tall where the other is short, one 
seemingly saturated with vivid colors while the other is painted in 
shades of monochrome. They’re roommates, yes, but more than 
that, they seem to play off of each other. It’s a little hard to believe 
that they've only known each other for a matter of weeks; their 
dynamic seems old and storied, as if they’re old rivals clashing again 
for the hundredth time. 


Even the way Kashimura leans slightly backwards to give Tsushima 
better access to his slightly-longer-than-regulation hair, or the way 
Tsushima is almost unbearably gentle with the way he touches 
Kashimura, never pulling him from his focus, speaks volumes of the 
way that they’re aware of each other. Honestly, Sato is starting to 
doubt whether she or Murata have a chance with either one of them. 


....More than that, she wonders if Murata would even be able to 
handle Tsushima. 


See, Sato is a talented teenager and she knows it. You don't get into 
Shukuichi without being a borderline genius. And, yeah, she has 
days where she thinks that her being accepted to the school is a 
mistake. Who doesn’t? But for the most part, Sato knows that she is 
brilliant. 


However, Sato’s greatest genius doesn’t lie in schoolwork or study. 
It’s in her ability to read, analyze, and influence people. Sato’s 
always been perceptive, particularly of other people, and she 
catches on to things that nearly everyone else would dismiss or not 


notice at all. Murata calls it her sixth sense. Sato likes to think of it as 
her own personal superpower. 


This superpower is telling her now that there’s more to Tsushima 
than meets the eye. Occasionally, while she stares at Kashimura, 
she'll catch sight of Tsushima when he thinks that no one is looking. 
At those times, it almost seems like his entire being changes, as if 
his soul is suddenly crushed under a burden far too heavy for it. 
There have been times where Sato has caught sight of what she 
thinks must be an inescapable and unrelenting grief, when 
Tsushima’s eyes empty of life and fill instead with something cold 
and painful. It’s a look that Sato has seen on widowers who have 
given up on life after their loved one dies, taking their whole world 
with them. 


The only time that the coldness ever really leaves Tsushima’s gaze 

is when he’s looking at Kashimura. It’s not quite the way that an artist 
looks at their muse—or perhaps it is, but there’s something more to it 
as well. Tsushima looks at Kashimura as if he is the sun and 
Tsushima is a blind man seeing light for the first time. He looks at 
Kashimura like he’s worshipping him. 


Not for the first time, Sato realizes that Tsushima is truly an intense 
little fella. He does everything in extremes, even if he only shows it 
subtly. He doesn’t want for much, but what he does want, he chases 
with unparalleled single-mindedness. And right here, right now, Sato 
is certain that he wants Kashimura. In what way, she doesn’t know 
for sure. But what she does know is that Tsushima is obsessed with 
Kashimura. And Kashimura, knowingly or not, is letting Tsushima 
play his obsessive games. 


Murata is strong and kind, yes, but she’s also straightforward and 
needs her own space. She’s independent like that. She would never 
be able to handle being the object of Tsushima’s affections, not when 
every action he takes seems to involve his muse. And as for 
Kashimura... 


Goddammit. He’s probably just as obsessed with Tsushima too, even 
if he doesn’t show it as clearly or desperately. Sato probably never 
had a chance to begin with. 


That thought sours her mood throughout soccer practice. Usually, 
she loves watching Kashimura kick the ball around like a soccer god 
come to earth, but now she can't help but notice the way that he 
never really lets anyone into his personal space. He doesn’t hug his 
teammates, he stands a little bit off to the side when they huddle, 
and he keeps a respectful distance at all times from everyone. He’s 
never let anyone into his personal space. No one except for 
Tsushima. 


Now that she’s looking for it, Sato kind of sees it everywhere. Ugh! 
To hell with her psychoanalyzing abilities! She can’t even have a 
good crush, goddammit! Kashimura is still (kind of, probably) the 
most perfect boy Sato’s ever laid eyes on, but she hates the way that 
she’s stopped thinking about dating him and started thinking about 
him dating Tsushima. It’s the spice. It’s the drama and the rivalry, the 
way that the two of them push and pull at each other. Tsushima is so 
cheerful and bubbly that it pulls Kashimura out of his quiet stoicism. 
And Kashimura tempers out Tsushima, effectively making him shut 
up once in a while. It’s also the way they bicker, yet stick together 
like glue. 


...And it’s also the way that Tsushima waits for Kashimura after 
soccer practice. Like a lovestruck girlfriend. 


Goddammit! God fucking dammit! 


Sato is honestly so pissed that no one else is seeing this. Now she 
has to suffer alone, knowing that two of the hottest boys in their year 
are off the market. Because they’re obsessed with each other. And 
she can't even talk to anyone about it, because Kashimura is clearly 
not out of the closet, and no one would take her seriously anyways. 


Kashimura comes out of the showers just as Tsushima is throwing all 
of his practice gear into his locker. Kashimura looks mildly surprised 


to see Tsushima cleaning, but Tsushima throws him a /ook that is so 
full of adoration that Sato physically recoils. Kashimura doesn’t even 
seem to notice. He turns around and rummages in his bag, pulling 
out a package of crab-flavored crackers. Tsushima’s whole face 
lights up as Kashimura tosses the crackers to him. As they leave, 
Tsushima chomping on the crackers while Kashimura starts yelling at 
him. And then they both bump shoulders and burst out in laughter, 
falling over each other as they walk. 


Sato wants to scream. 


What is this, some romcom? Holy shit, guys. I’ve seen pride parades 
less gay than this! 


But she bites her tongue and just watches them head off to their 
dorm, her head starting to feel a little fuzzy from the rage. They’re 
honestly kind of sickening. She’s got no clue how she hasn’t seen it 
before. 


Sato decides that when she gets home, she is going to rewrite that 
to-do list (the one that is written on her best stationery and labeled 
Kashimura Chuuya-san). She'll cross out everything to do with 

getting Kashimura to date her and replace it with just one question. 


Are Tsushima and Kashimura dating? 


Sato is starting to get familiar with the feeling of mounting frustration. 


It’s Tsushima and Kashimura. Of course it’s them. Sato is perhaps 
not the most patient person ever, but the two of them are driving her 
crazy. 


First of all, the two of them are always together. Trying to talk to just 
one of them without the other is starting to feel like a completely 
impossible task. And not only that, the two of them are impossible to 
pull out of their own little world when they’re together. 


Sato is getting tired of just observing them. Because, for one, there’s 
not much to observe when they're together. All they are is 
sickeningly sweet. Oh sure, they bicker, but there’s about as much 
heat in the bickering as there is in a pot of cold soup. Which is to 
say, not at all. And it’s about as bland as bad soup too. Always some 
variation of “Chuuya is so small!” and “Tsushima, you waste of 
space.” 


Honestly, the most impressive and out of the ordinary thing that 
Tsushima has done, she thinks, is getting Kashimura to come out of 
that stoic shell a little bit. There’s a fire under all of that quietness, 
that calm veneer. Sato knows it. And she’s really curious about it. 


Unfortunately for her, it’s goddamn impossible to really poke at any 
of it. The only time that Kashimura isn’t hanging around Tsushima is 
when he has soccer practice and Tsushima goes to art club. And 
like. She could maybe talk to Tsushima during art club, but then 
she’d be making a scene and other people would overhear their 
conversation. Sato’s not really one to spread gossip and talk; she 
prefers her conversations to be private if at all possible. 


This leads her to what she’s doing now: following the two of them 
around after classes end. 


At Shukuichi, students are required to board. It’s part of the school 
experience. But what that means is that there’s often activities held 
after classes end, or large study groups that take place in their 
enormous library. The thing is that both Kashimura and Tsushima 
very rarely partake in any post-class activities. After club, more often 
than not, the two of them disappear together. 


This, of course, happens to be very typical behavior for star-crossed 
lovers engaging in a secret relationship! 


And Sato, who really wants to get to the bottom of what is going on 
between them, is also going to be a fantastic spy. Well, she’s going 
to try. She’s read so many spy novels and watched so many spy 
movies. What could possibly go wrong? 


Her current disguise, of course, is that of a stressed and harangued 
student, pacing around almost aimlessly. Fortunately (or not), this is 
an extremely common sight at Shukuichi. Sato catches sight of at 
least four other students doing the exact same thing, muttering to 
themselves under their breath, looking stressed out of their mind. It 
gives her ample opportunity to look around for Tsushima and 
Kashimura while she’s pulling her hair and pacing. 


There! 


They’re walking outside, ducking behind a corner of the building to a 
known blind spot where no one can see them. Now that’s suspicious. 
Around the student body, that little nook has a nickname: the 
Princess’ Drawers, named for that one legendary time when a literal 
foreign princess was caught with her drawers down, having illicit 
relations with their then-president of the student council. Nowadays, 
its a known spot for people to have dalliances and canoodle with 
their person of choice. 


Sato is getting more and more convinced by the moment that there 
is something going on with Tsushima and Kashimura. And, because 
Sato is curious—she’s curious, okay, not a stalker or something—she 
knows exactly the gap that allows someone to peer into the Princess’ 
Drawers. (In her defense, it’s not exactly a well-kept secret or 
anything.) 


Quickly, she slips down the staircase and out of the building, skirting 
along the edge of a line of bushes. The Princess’ Drawers are 
tucked away just behind one of the school buildings, where the land 
dips downwards and provides a natural pocket of protection. Tall, 
perfectly manicured hedges surround the dip, and a large, leafy tree 
makes it even more private. Essentially, you can’t see inside the 
hedges at all unless you walk in there yourself. 


But there is one spot, just as well hidden as the Princess’ Drawers 
itself, that allows a perfect viewing angle into the dip. Tucked behind 
a hedge, there is a slat of space that is just big enough for one or 
two people to squat in. And, most importantly, there is a hole in the 
hedge. 


Sato scurries as quickly and quietly as she can to this eavesdropping 
spot. Okay, so she feels a /ittle bad, but these are desperate times. 
She wouldn’t be doing this if Kashimura and Tsushima had left her 
any other choice! She’s here to get information, and maybe it doesn’t 
matter how she achieves that. In matters of spying, it’s all about the 
end result, regardless of the process. 


She almost sighs when the sunlight catches the shine of 
Kashimura’s hair, but she holds herself back just in time. Kashimura 
himself has apparently decided to climb one of the trees and hang 
upside down from its lowest branch. 


“This sucks,” he says, swinging back and forth a little bit. “Wish | 
could just be walking upside down instead of hanging like this.” 


Tsushima snorts derisively, and Sato almost gapes. She’s never 
heard Tsushima—sweet, cheerful Tsushima—sound so...mean? 


“Does the little slug need more blood to his brain to think? Oh wait, | 
forgot—the chibi never thinks. | really only asked you for a single 
thing, Chuuya. How did you manage to fuck that up?” 


“Oh yeah, because it’s so easy to just memorize the entire electrical 
grid and every single goddamn connection. Fuck off, mackerel. We 
both know I’ve got it when it comes down to it.” 


“Ah, yes. And that’s definitely why you’re hanging upside down right 
now, trying desperately to think of a solution to a problem that you 
caused.” Tsushima flashes his teeth, simpering sarcastically. “Look 
at me! I’m Chuuya! I’m stupid as rocks and can’t manage to rub two 
brain cells together to do what his brilliant, genius partner asked him 


to do! If | slid my brain down a surface, it’d never stop rolling, 
because it’s so smooth that it’s frictionless!” 


“Shut the fuck up, you stupid fucking waste of bandages! I’ll fucking 
rip your intestines out and feed them back to you, how about that?” 
Kashimura sounds far angrier and more violent than Sato has ever 
heard him. Actually, this whole interaction is kind of giving her chills, 
and not in a pleasant way. Both of them are so far removed from 
how they usually are in the classroom that it’s jarring and a little 
frightening. 


Tsushima, meanwhile, is pacing around the enclosed area while 
Kashimura is still hanging upside down from the tree. 


“| can’t believe you managed to fuck this up so bad that we have to 
ask your brother for help,” Tsushima seethes. “Goddammit, slug! You 
know how Verlaine is! He’s so stupidly overprotective. If | have to 
hear another minute of how | need to be protecting you better and 
treating you right—” 


“Maybe if you actually treated me like your partner in front of him, we 
wouldn't have this issue!” 


“We wouldn't have this issue if you had just memorized the grid like | 
told you to!” 


Ah. A lovers’ spat then...Perhaps Tsushima had met Kashimura’s 
family and it hadn’t gone well? At least it sounds like Kashimura’s 
brother is supportive, if not somewhat overbearing. She’s a little 
confused about the electrical grid stuff, but...well, it’s probably 
something really stupid. They are still teenage boys, after all. 


“And then Verlaine had the audacity to ask if we were dating yet? 
Your entire family is stupid, chibi slug. Clearly | hate you. | would 
never date someone like you.” 


“The feeling is mutual,” Kashimura snarls. 


Sato feels like the world just dropped out from under her feet. 
They’re?? Not??? Dating???? 


But she had been so sure! But they call each other partners! No one 
does that! But Tsushima is literally pulling Kashimura down from the 
tree and cradling him in his arms?! But they're so...so... 


“Oh my god, they’re oblivious gays,” a whisper says behind her. Sato 
shrieks and nearly jumps out of her skin. Tsushima and Kashimura 
abruptly shut up, looking up at where she is, and she’s never been 
more thankful that this spot isn’t really visible from down in the 
Princess’ Drawers. 


“Murata! Holy crap, you scared me,” Sato pants, turning around just 
enough to catch sight of her best friend dropping to sit cross-legged 
on the ground. “Why are you here?” 


Murata shrugs, clearly unbothered. She smooths down her skirt and 
pops open the cap on her water bottle, drinking deeply before 
answering. 


“You were acting suspicious. And when Sato acts suspicious, | know 
there’s something juicy going on. You're a gossip goblin, after all.” 


“Am not!” 


“You totally are,” Murata says smugly. Then her face drops. “Ah...I’ve 
got no chance with Tsushima-kun, have |?” 


“| mean...they’re not dating?” Sato tries. Murata throws her a /ook, 
and yeah, Sato knows. It’s a hopeless case. 


“Not as bad as Kashimura though...the rest of the school is going to 
be completely heartbroken when they find out. Do you know how 
many people are hoping to get in that boy’s pants?” 


“Ew, don't say it like that!” Sato pouts. Murata rolls her eyes. 


“| didn't say anything because | knew you liked him and | was 
gunning for you, but yeah. That guy has received at least three 
confessions every single day. Tsushima’s taken to clearing out 
Kashimura’s locker for him every morning, like the jealous, oblivious 
gay that he is.” 


“| hate them,” Sato says mournfully. “Why are they like this?” 
Murata gives her another /ook, and Sato sighs. 


“The real question,” Murata says thoughtfully, “is what we’re going to 
do about it.” 


“Are—are we going to do anything about it? Shouldn’t we stay out of 
their business?” 


“Sato. You gave up ‘staying out of their business’ the moment you 
started stalking them to their secret rendezvous.” 


“Well-that’s—” Sato gives up. It’s always useless to argue with 
Murata. In the two years that she’s known her, she doesn’t think 
she’s won once in an argument. 


“Well, | personally think we should try to get them together. You 
know, form a small association for the purpose of getting Tsushima 
Shuuji and Kashimura Chuuya together.” 


“It's just us, right? Murata. Tell me it’s just us.” Sato doesn’t know if 
she can handle the shame of being known as “the one who's 
obsessed with getting her classmates together.” 


“For now, yes,” Murata assures her. “But | promise you...we’re not 
going to be the only ones sick of their shit. Give it two weeks. | 
promise you we'll have so many people signing up to be part of this.” 


“And what are we going to call this thing that we're starting?” Sato 
is almost afraid to ask. Murata’s ideas can be...interesting 
sometimes. 


Murata’s nose scrunches up the way it always does when she has a 
delightful idea. 


“We're going to use English, because only /osers use Japanese in 

this economy. And since we're going to be subversively petitioning 

these oblivious gays to get together...we’re going to be the Pining 

Oblivious Gays squad. POG squad for short.” She cackles wildly at 
the idea, and Sato sighs mournfully. 


“This is another internet thing that | don’t know, isn’t it? Murata, it 
sounds so stupid. This whole thing is so stupid.” Sato is starting to 
question every decision she has ever made that led up to this point. 
Murata, smug as always, only smiles in the face of Sato’s pain. 


“Ah, but Sato-chan,” she says, sickeningly sweet, “you're already so 
invested, aren’t you? You'd try to get them together anyways, even if 
| wasn't here. So...” 


“Fine!” Sato finally gives up. “Yes, I'll be part of the POG squad and 
we can get these two losers together.” 


“Excellent.” Murata pulls out a brand new, fresh notebook like the 
stationery geek that she is, and starts scribbling in it immediately. 
“POG...squad. Founding...members...” 


Sato sighs. Sometimes...Murata is even worse than Tsushima and 
Kashimura. 


Dazai is antsy. 


Chuuya knows this, because ever since they heard that yell when 
they were outside, Dazai has become paranoid and almost twitchy. 
Well. Dazai’s not really well-adjusted on the best of days, but when 


he thinks that anything about him or the mission may possibly have 
been compromised, he really dials it all up to ten. 


Dazai’s eyes are flicking around every inch of their surroundings as 
they walk towards the library. Chuuya knows that right now, he’s 
using that stupidly big brain of his to catalogue everything that might 
be a trap, an eavesdropping location, an exit, or anything that could 
possibly be used against him. 


It’s really not necessary to do this, because Chuuya has already 
done it within their first week. But when Dazai gets paranoid and 
inside his head...Chuuya counts it lucky that there is not a squad of 
people waiting to be tortured in the Port Mafia dungeons. 


The fingers of Dazai’s left hand keep forming a repeating pattern, 
one that Chuuya can (unfortunately) read. 


Too close. Be careful. 


And as much as Chuuya hates to admit it, Dazai is right. They had 
been careless. It’s rare for them to ever make mistakes, but being in 
a place so far removed from all the pressure and stress of the mafia 
has made them both relax a little too much. It’s a grim reminder. 
Shukuichi Academy feels safe, but it’s only an illusion. If Dazai and 
Chuuya fuck up anything on this mission... 


Well. There are few things worse than being an incompetent 
executive in the Port Mafia. Mori would have their heads. 


Chuuya knows that he himself also fucked up earlier. The previous 
couple of nights, he and Dazai had been working on rerouting power 
to the abandoned labs under the school in order to access the 
computers and all their stored electronic data. Of course, the 
problem with drawing the power directly from the school’s grid is 
simply the ease with which it can be discovered. So Dazai had 
decided to pull power from the main city grid instead, and had 
charged Chuuya with figuring out exactly which connections they 
needed. 


But Chuuya had fucked up. He had made a miscalculation, and the 
result was that a district in Tokyo had lost power for an hour. By 
itself, that isn’t too big of a deal—except that now there are 
authorities investigating why there was a power outage at all. 


So they had to call Verlaine and explain the situation to him, because 
Verlaine, despite never leaving that basement, has deeper 
connections than anyone (except maybe Mori, and neither of them 
want to talk to Mori any more than necessary). He had been the one 
to get the authorities off their backs, which he only did to protect his 
“precious baby brother” and then had shovel-talked Dazai for two 
hours. 


Dazai, understandably, has been upset ever since. He’s never been 
the type to take any sort of criticism or threat, and hearing Verlaine 
talk to him as if he isn’t doing enough to protect Chuuya—well. The 
mackerel is usually never the one getting reprimanded for anything, 
because Dazai does whatever he’s assigned to do flawlessly. The 
sheer implication that Dazai might be performing less than perfectly 
is enough to put Daza in a foul mood for days. 


But now, this is a problem because he and Chuuya still need to link 
up the power to the labs and finally go properly explore them. 
They've only been down there twice, and both times they were 
stopped by the sheer fact that the lack of power also meant that 
many of the doors were completely unopenable. Oh sure, Chuuya 
could probably brute force his way through, but that would be 
extremely loud and it also might damage the structural integrity of 
Shukuichi’s buildings, which meant a higher-than-zero probability of 
structural collapse and documents getting buried permanently. 
Hence, they decided to reroute power to the labs and reactivate 
security...just so they could break through it. 


So now they need to reconvene and figure out what they’re doing 
next, because Chuuya really doesn’t want any more slip-ups and 
mistakes. The library is an excellent place to create their plans 
because of the existence of several private, soundproofed study 
rooms. It’s also one of the few places on campus that do not have 


security cameras watching their every step, and Dazai has already 
checked all the security cameras so that he knows it’s completely 
safe and private. 


Loudly, Dazai starts complaining about their upcoming exams as 
they walk into the library. 


"Chuuyaaaaaa, | don't want to study...! want to paint. Can't we just 
go to the studio? You can work there, can't you?" 


"Tsushima. I'm not going to watch you fail out of Shukuichi just 
because | couldn't wrangle you to the library," Chuuya says. They 
keep bickering, with Dazai whining and Chuuya rebutting him, until 
they shut themselves in a private study room. 


Dazai's mask drops immediately. In less than a second, it feels as if 
the entire room grows cold with the weight of Dazai's marked 
displeasure. Chuuya sighs and drops down into a seat. 


"Osamu..." he says, almost warningly. Dazai scowls at him. He 
knows that Chuuya hardly ever calls him by his first name unless 
he's being extra unreasonable and petty or on the verge of being so. 
It's a warning of sorts, that Dazai is going to behave or Chuuya is 
going to make him. 


“What do you want from me?” Dazai snarls as he sits down across 
from Chuuya. “Might | remind you that it was you who messed up the 
grid?” 


“Yeah, | did. | fucked up. But now, regardless of whether | fucked up 
or not, we have to fix the goddamn problem.” 


Dazai shoots him a withering glare, then puts his feet up on the table 
and crosses his arms. 


“Luckily for us, Verlaine managed to take care of everyone who was 
investigating, so we’re in the clear for now. What we need to do is 


just connect everything up— again— and this time, try not to cause a 
city-wide power outage, ne, chibi?” 


“It was one district, not the whole city,” Chuuya grumbles. 


“Besides that, we have a liaison with one of the underbosses of the 
Tokyo yakuza. As always...” 


“You do the talking. | Know, shitty Dazai.” It’s the way they work in 
negotiations. Dazai’s got a silver tongue that Chuuya can’t hope to 
match, so Chuuya acts as a bodyguard. It’s extraordinarily effective; 
the combination of the raw force of Chuuya’s ability matched with 
Dazai’s terrifying countenance has never failed them in negotiating 
anything. 


“You need to take care of the power this afternoon, then. I’m going to 
a study group; it’s starting to look suspicious that we're never there 
and always together. There was someone watching us today. We 
need to maintain cover.” Dazai frowns slightly as if considering 
something. “How much trouble do you think we'll be in if we simply... 
remove the problem?” 


“We cannot kill students on school grounds, Dazai,” Chuuya grinds 
out between his teeth. “Didn't you just say that we have to maintain 
cover?” 


“Didn't say it had to be on campus,” Dazai mumbles. “Whatever. Get 
the power working. | need to network more.” 


“Fuck you,’ Chuuya snaps. Then he pauses, tilting his head. “Did the 
person spying on us really bother you that much? You know, if worst 
comes to worst, we'll just demolish the entire school and everyone in 
it. There’s no real threat to our identities getting out.” 


“There's a threat to finishing the mission,” Dazai snipes. “We can't 
investigate as easily or thoroughly if we have someone watching us 
all the time. I'll bet you it’s not just one person either.” 


“So what?” Chuuya says. “We’re soukoku. What can a school of 
prissy preps and dogshit teachers do against us? We’ve done harder 
undercover missions before, Dazai. Get your head together. I’m 
leaving.” 


Chuuya stands up abruptly and sweeps out of the study room, 
snatching up his schoolbag with him. Left alone inside the room, 
Dazai sighs. 


How is he meant to tell Chuuya that he’s so bothered because it felt 
like someone had been intruding upon a private moment between 
the two of them? That he wants to touch Chuuya’s hair and sit with 
him under that tree, just the two of them? 


Fuck this school, Dazai decides. It’s definitely messing with his head. 
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This, Chuuya decides, is the most annoying thing he’s ever had to 
do. He is never touching anything electrical ever again. Sure, he 
understands why he has to do it instead of Dazai, because the 
mackerel cannot lift literal tons of dirt and cabling, but goddamn. 


Hundreds of meters of cable, metric fucktons of dirt, and an entire 
underground system of connections to contend with. Gravity might 
be strong, but damn. Chuuya feels like he’s being pushed close to 
his limit with the amount of precision work he has to do. 


It takes him hours. Chuuya’s used to destruction, not building things 
up. And, for the most part, he’s working underground by necessity. 
Neither the school nor the city can know what he’s up to. By the time 
Chuuya is done linking up power to the labs underneath the school, 
it's nearly time for him and Dazai to go meet up with their contact in 
the Tokyo yakuza. 


Chuuya supposes that this counts as a formal mafia meeting, with 
money and influence on the line, so he should look the part. Kouyou 
had purchased a good amount of high-quality clothing for this 
express purpose, because as she put it: “When you are negotiating 
on behalf of the Port Mafia, you are, in that moment, the very face of 
the organization itself.” 


Plus, he’s the acting bodyguard for the stinking mackerel for this 
negotiation, so he might as well look the part. 


Dazai is already waiting for him, lounging in their dorm room in his 
kimono and haori, by the time Chuuya gets out of the shower and 
starts throwing his own clothes on. Dazai, as the principal negotiator, 
is wearing his high-ranking and extremely formal montsuki carrying 
the crest of the Port Mafia. It’s layers and layers of the finest silks, 
black layered over a striped Sendaihira hakama, every seam 
pressed cleanly and flawlessly. Looking at him, it would be 
impossible to mistake him for anything other than an executive of the 
Port Mafia. 


Chuuya’s own kimono set is slightly more colorful, with shades of 
purple, gray, and teal blue, meant to bring out the color of his hair 
and eyes. It’s patterned with swooping cranes and floral embroidery, 
which, when laid against Chuuya’s fair skin and bright eyes, looks 
stunningly beautiful. It’s also a lot less formal than Dazai’s, which 
helps give off the impression that Dazai is the important one 
between the two of them. 


The only problem with these clothes, Chuuya thinks as he wrangles 
his hair into a slightly more acceptable state, is that he looks less like 
a threatening bodyguard and more like...well. An escort. Or a prissy 
prince. It’s the price of wearing clothes that Kouyou picks out; they 
are always beautiful and well-made, but they have the accidental 
effect of making him look delicate and pretty rather than intimidating 
and terrifying. 


“Dazai,” Chuuya calls after he fumbles with his hair one too many 
times. “Get your ass in here.” 


“Aiyah,” Dazai croons as he bounds towards the bathroom. “Is the 
hatrack struggling with putting on his own clothes? Does the dog 
need his master to dress him?” 


“| need you to hold this part of my hair so | can get the rest of it—oi, 
are you listening to me? Dazai?” 


Dazai is momentarily frozen in the doorway, eyes blown wide. It 
takes him less than half a second to recover, but that’s enough for 
Chuuya to pick up on it. 


“What is going on with you, you damn mackerel?” 


“Hmm,” Dazai grunts, not willing to risk speaking. He’s still having a 
hard time breathing, the sight in front of him so...disgusting. Yeah. 
Disgusting. That’s why his heart rate had jumped and doubled when 
he caught sight of Chuuya, kimono still half slipping off his shoulders 
(there are freckles on his shoulders and Dazai wants to scream), his 
hair down and mussed. Dazai’s face is burning, unable to properly 
meet Chuuya’s gaze. His eyes slide away from his face to his 
exposed shoulder, pale and unscarred. 


Almost unwittingly, Dazai starts counting the spray of light freckles 
over Chuuya’s shoulders, then the ones that linger over his 
cheekbones. Distantly, he can hear Chuuya demanding for him to 
part through his hair and then ordering him to brush through it and 
oh God it’s so soft— 


Dimly, Dazai notices that his hands are shaking. He hesitantly drags 
his fingers through Chuuya’s soft waves, pulling gently to detangle 
any knots that are still left. There’s not many, but Dazai wants to 
keep doing this forever. He trembles minutely again. 


“Oy. Hey! Dazai. Bandage-waster. Annoying pest. Stop shaking like 
that; you're going to rip my hair out. Fuckin’ tell me what’s wrong or 
do your goddamn job right.” 


Unspoken, yet heard all the same: Are you okay, Dazai? You never 
shake like that. Tell me what’s wrong. 


Dazai shakes his head and takes a quick breath in, then goes back 
to work sorting through every strand of hair on Chuuya’s head. 
Honestly, it’s more like petting, the way he’s doing it, but it works. 


“Dazai. Brush. | need you to brush my hair, not finger it.” Chuuya 
waves a fine wooden brush in front of Dazai’s face, who takes it 
absentmindedly, mourning the loss of contact. He wants his fingers 
back in that fiery red mane. 


Brushing Chuuya’s hair feels like both an eternity and an instant. The 
moment he’s done, Dazai drops the brush like hot coals, trying not to 
remember the delicate heat of Chuuya’s neck, or the way the strands 
had slipped through his fingers like silk. 


“You’re pretty good at this,” Chuuya says, running a hand over his 
hair. “Maybe | should get you to do this for me more often.” 


Please don’t, Dazai begs internally. |! may actually die. 


There’s already an unfamiliar tight feeling in his chest, something hot 
and unpleasant that squeezes around the void where his heart 
should be. It happens a lot when he looks at Chuuya, actually. He 
might ask Odasaku about it later. 


(He doesn’t dare think about it now.) 


Eventually, after Dazai recovers from his minor heart attack, they set 
off to meet their contact. It’s routine now, the way the two of them 
sneak out of the school grounds. They could escape blindfolded and 
with both hands tied behind their backs if they ever needed to. 


Tonight, they are to make the acquaintance of a high-ranking 
underboss known as Manjushage, named for the red spider lilies that 
the Tokyo yakuza uses to mark their kills and send messages. Like 
all high-level underground syndicate meetings, the location takes 
place at a (fairly) neutral location as a show of good faith. This time, 
it happens to be at a gloriously high-class hotel. 


Taking in a small huff of breath and wishing that he could have a 
cigarette, Chuuya jumps off the old motorbike and lets Dazai walk in 
front of him. Although he’s not expecting any real assassination 


attempts during the five minute walk to the hotel, it’s better to be safe 
than sorry. 


Plus, he’d be damned if he let the stupid fish out of living that easily. 


The hotel soars high into the sky, a proud part of the Tokyo skyline. 
Chuuya walks past at least three high-end, custom sports cars that 
scream of money and privilege—a show of wealth, then, to try to 
intimidate them. Just ahead of them, the huge glass doors of the 
hotel swing open to let them in. 


Inside, it is deathly silent save for the low jazz playing softly. At least 
twenty men stand there, in suits and ties, hands kept securely over 
concealed firearms. None of them make any move to acknowledge 
their presence. 


Dazai’s geta clack loudly against the marble flooring as he walks. 
From behind him, Chuuya can see the way that his back is ramrod 
straight, his posture perfect and his steps evenly measured. This is 
the Demon Prodigy. This is not the Dazai who blushes furiously 
when Chuuya asks him to brush his hair. This is a Dazai who 
relishes in the destruction of his enemies, who almost gets high off of 
inflicting pain, who will torture a man for hours just to watch him 
scream. 


They walk straight past their welcoming party of twenty armed 
yakuza members, utterly fearless. A display like this is always meant 
to intimidate and flaunt power, but to soukoku? Chuuya may not 
have Dazai’s genius, but there is one thing he has absolute faith in, 
and that is his own martial prowess and control over Tainted. As for 
Dazai, he’d be able to shoot nearly all of them down before they 
even have the chance to react. And as such, what is there to be 
afraid of? 


In a way, Chuuya and Dazai are flaunting their own power and 
influence. To show up to an important negotiation like this with just 
the two of them shows either extreme idiocy or extreme confidence 
in their capabilities. 


Make no mistake, their sheer presence is screaming. There may be 
just the two of us, and we may be hindered by traditional formal 
wear, but you would lose terribly if you tried to attack us. 


A guard towards the back, clearly more senior by the pinned crest on 
his chest, nods politely towards them. 


“Top floor,” he says, voice gravelly. Dazai bows politely and perfectly, 
and Chuuya follows suit. As they step into the elevator, Chuuya can 
hear the exhales and murmurs of some of the men behind them. 


The Port Mafia is desperate enough to send children, huh? Why did 
Boss demand we show them so much respect? They’re clearly weak 
as hell. | could’ve shot them both and there would be no need for 
negotiations. 


Yet neither Dazai nor Chuuya show any outward reaction to this. It’s 
one of the first things they both learned—grunts don’t know anything. 
The real test for how powerful the yakuza is lies within their 
leadership. 


At the entrance to the penthouse, a maid in Western wear is waiting 
for them, face masked so that nothing is visible except for her eyes. 
She curtsies gracefully as they step into the foyer. 


“Good evening, Sirs. Lady Manjushage is waiting for you in the 
sitting room. Please follow me.” 


Unhurriedly, she leads Dazai and Chuuya through the foyer and the 
grand hallway of the penthouse. Everything here is elaborate; 
everything is a display of wealth and power, meant to send a 
message. Chuuya is sure that it does not need take ten minutes to 
walk to a room, yet they are led to do so in order to experience the 
grandiose extravagance of the penthouse suite. 


Eventually, they are led to a room that is just as opulent as the rest 
of the penthouse. Soft, cushy armchairs and couches are placed in 
front of a long, ornate wooden table. At the head of the table, a 


woman sits, face masked just like her maid. She’s in clothes so fine 
that it could rival Kouyou’s, with fresh red spider lilies in her hair and 
layers upon layers of silk cloth wrapping her body. Loftily, she holds 
her hand out as they enter the room. 


With no hesitation whatsoever, Dazai steps forward to take her hand 
and press a quick, chaste kiss to it. 


“Pleasure to make your acquaintance, my lady,” he says. Behind 
him, Chuuya bows politely. 


“My, my! You certainly know your manners, don’t you?” Her voice is 
lilting and soft, deceptively sweet. Chuuya knows people like her. 
Hell, even Mori is kind of like this. 


Dazai smiles, though it’s cold and insincere. 


“| would not dare to bring shame upon the face of the Port Mafia,” he 
says, settling down in a chair with Chuuya hovering behind him. 
“Now, would you bring us some tea?” 


There’s a sharp snap as the lady snaps her fan against the table. 


“How insolent!” she cries. “How dare you disrespect the lady of the 
house in such a manner!” 


“| have done no such thing,” Dazai says calmly. Chuuya is getting a 
little antsy, although he has full trust that Dazai knows what he’s 
doing. Still...immediately offending their negotiation partner is not the 
kind of start that Chuuya is comfortable with. 


“You would demand |, Lady Manjushage, to serve you tea as a 
servant would?” 


“lam asking the servant to serve us tea. Isn't that right, Lady 
Manjushage?” At this, Dazai turns to the maid who had led them 
through the house. “You can take off that silly disguise now. Let’s 
meet each other honestly, shall we?” 


“Impressive,” the maid—or Lady Manjushage?—says. Her voice is 
much deeper than her imposter’s, but is smooth and holds a certain 
gravitas. “| daresay no one has figured it out so quickly before. How 
did you guess? Oh, and Marie, do be a dear and fetch us some tea. 
Ah, and my dress, of course.” 


“Of course, milady.” The woman sitting at the head of the table 
quickly stands up and curtsies before gracefully gliding away. 


“| didn’t guess, Lady Manjushage,” Dazai says. “I knew. Her hands 
are calloused from working; yours, as suspected, are smooth and 
soft. She did not know my identity; the real Lady Manjushage would 
have. And most importantly...” Dazai pauses for dramatic effect. 


“Hmm?” Manjushage takes a seat where her imposter had been just 
a moment before. 


“You didn’t switch masks. Each underboss of the Tokyo yakuza has a 
mask encrusted with gems. They are the only members of the 
yakuza whose masks are embedded with such precious jewels.” 


Manjushage claps gleefully, looking for all the world like a little child. 


“You have passed my little test, Demon Prodigy. | am now sure we 
can negotiate with each other without either of us being ata 
disadvantage. After all...what are underground organizations to do 
but watch each other’s backs? And | must have someone clever 
watching mine.” 


“Indeed,” Dazai says. “One must gauge their business partners. If 
they are lacking, it is better to not negotiate at all.” 


“I’m so happy that you understand,” Manjushage sighs. “Yes, exactly. 
Oh, Marie, just put it here—yes, thank you.” Marie, who has 
somehow completely changed into a maid uniform exactly like the 
one Manjushage has on in the five minutes she’s been gone, places 
a pot of tea between them and pours a cup for each of them. As is 
customary, Manjushage drinks first to show that it isn’t poisoned. 


Then, Chuuya drinks from Dazai’s cup to ensure the same, and 
finally, Dazai takes a sip. 


“Your dress, milady,” Marie says, holding out a red and black bundle. 
Manjushage takes it with all the grace of a woman who knows 
exactly how much power she holds. 


“Do excuse me,” she says, standing up, and then without further 
preamble, slips the maid uniform off entirely. The fabric hits the floor 
with a soft thwap! and there she is, in all of her naked glory. 


Chuuya immediately notices a few things. One, she’s clearly been 
shot and sliced before, with a long, jagged scar reaching from right 
beneath her breast to the top of her belly button. Two, she’s 
absolutely covered in tattoos. Most of them take the form of various 
spider lilies, spiraling and curving around her body. He knows what 
they are—they’re kill marks of an assassin. Each time she 
successfully assassinates a target, she likely gets a new flower 
tattooed on her. From what he can see, there must be hundreds, all 
over her body. And three, she’s really very muscular. Probably quite 
strong too; Chuuya imagines that’s how she is able to surprise her 
victims. 


Dazai, for his part, does not even pretend to avert his eyes. He 
stares straight at her, eyes unblinking, face impassive. He doesn't 
even seem to register that she is changing in front of him, sipping 
nonchalantly at his cup of tea. 


“Well, that’s better, isn’t it?” Manjushage steps over the discarded 
maid uniform to lean against her chair, sighing. Chuuya does have to 
admit that she looks much more at home in this dress, as if she is 
truly Manjushage now. It’s an elegant, fitted dress, one that gives off 
an air of sophistication and wealth, yet it is also evident that the 
dress is made for her to be able to move freely in. She could 
absolutely stab a bitch in that dress, and Chuuya has the feeling that 
she’s done it before. 


“Might | suggest that we begin the meat of our negotiations tonight?” 
Dazai says politely. He’s blinking a little faster than usual, which 
Chuuya knows to mean that he’s getting impatient and wants to get 
on with the whole thing already. 


“Of course,” Manjushage says, settling down again and sighing. 
“Now. | understand that the Yokohama Port Mafia wants to establish 
better jewel smuggling routes?” 


“Indeed,” Dazai says. “And do | understand correctly that the Tokyo 
yakuza would like more access to overseas goods?” 


And then they really get into it. Chuuya’s honestly seething a little on 
the wayside, because jewel smuggling is kind of his thing. It’s his 
specialty. But when Dazai is there to negotiate, Chuuya never does, 
no matter if it’s his field of work or not. Still, it doesn’t quite quash 
down the nasty feeling that it should be him doing the talking here. 


Dazai is a brilliant negotiator, the same way he’s an excellent 
interrogator and master manipulator. For someone who claims to not 
be human, he sure understands humans extraordinarily well, Chuuya 
thinks. The entire time, Dazai leads Manjushage towards the 
decisions he wants her to make, appearing to let her take the lead 
with him following. But Chuuya knows the truth: Dazai is the one 
getting everything he wants while giving very little in return. The way 
Dazai is talking, the Port Mafia will have a steel fortress in Tokyo by 
the time all is said and done. 


“| do have one more small request—a personal favor, if you will,” 
Manjushage says. “You know, I’ve heard a lot about the legendary 
soukoku. I’m sure you’re familiar, seeing as they are part of your 
organization. I’m a bit of a fan myself; I’d love to meet the person 
who was single-handedly responsible for ending such a bloody gang 


” 


Wal. 


Ah, Chuuya thinks immediately. They’re trying to get knowledge of 
the Port Mafia’s greatest weapon. Because after all, we’re still a 


secret...everyone outside of the mafia who met us as soukoku is 
dead. 


But it puts them in a sticky spot. They can’t outright reject 
Manjushage; that would bring the wrath of the entire Tokyo yakuza 
down on their heads. But it would be insanely stupid to let her know 
who they really were. 


Fortunately, Dazai has the answer, as he always does. 


“ Soukoku is...a being with a mind of his own, shall we say. You are 
certainly welcome to meet him, but he is both volatile and insane. 
That is to say—most who come into contact with him wish that they 
did not. And no one can be held responsible for what he does in his 
rage.” 


In other words: if you want to meet soukoku, it will be your head on a 
Stick, and you will not live to see the next sunrise. 


“Hmm,” Manjushage hums, obviously displeased. “And you have no 
way of controlling that beast?” 


“Not for any lengthy period of time, I’m afraid,” Dazai sighs. “He has 
yet to move against the Port Mafia because we still align with his 
interests, but should the day come when that changes...” He leaves 
off, the implications clear. 


“A ticking time bomb,” Manjushage breathes. “Incredible. You have 
managed to tame something as explosive as a firecracker.” 


“| would not use the word tame, my lady,” Dazai says. “Make no 
mistake—should he actually explode, should he let go of everything 
tethering him to this world...we will all burn alongside him.” 
Manjushage sighs, but allows the topic to pass. 


“One more thing,” she says. “There is a group here in Tokyo who has 
been causing...trouble.” She grimaces at the words. “It is difficult for 


us to deal with them because it would likely endanger far too many 
of our partners and facilities. They have gained enough inside 
knowledge of us that it would be impossible to subdue them outside 
of a full-scale gang war. And, as Tokyo is relatively stable right now, 
I’d really prefer it to stay that way. So, my new friend...would you be 
able to help us, ah, take care of this little problem?” 


“Mm,” Dazai hums. “Tell me more. Who and why?” 


Manjushage leans in a little bit closer, close enough that Dazai can 
smell the scent of her sweet perfume. He bites down the urge to gag 
at it, instead forcing himself to pull a little closer to her too. 


“They call themselves the Compass of the Rising Sun,” she says, as 
if it's a secret. “An upstart group, fanatical in their own 
righteousness—| might even call them cultists. They’re underground, 
of course. But they want a piece of Tokyo...and even Yokohama.” 


“And so your idea is...” 


“It would be mutually beneficial for you to take care of them. And, of 
course, it would be a favor to me.” The words are sugar sweet, as if 
coated with candy, but to Dazai, the true meaning behind it is clear. 


Are you someone who can be played as one of my pawns? 


Like most choices offered by high-class criminals, it’s a lose-lose 
situation. If Dazai says no, it will both offend Manjushage and make 
him come off as a hypocrite later when they wipe out the Compass 
of the Rising Sun anyways. It might even be enough to start a gang 
war between the Tokyo yakuza and the Port Mafia. But saying yes is 
dangerous, as it always is with smart, high-ranking members of the 
underground. Saying yes opens him up for further vulnerabilities 
down the line, and potentially could put the integrity of the entire Port 
Mafia at stake. And if he agrees, it means that he won’t be able to 
negotiate any longer. Such a severe disadvantage can’t be 
overcome by the only miniscule “upside”—that she would “owe” him 
a favor in turn. 


But Dazai isn’t the Demon Prodigy for nothing. 


“| see,” he says, tapping his fingers gently against the ebony of the 
table. “Mm, and how big of a threat would you say they are?” 


It’s just one simple question. But with that, the ball is back in Dazai’s 
court. If the threat isn’t that severe, Dazai might question why such a 
large and powerful organization such as the Tokyo yakuza would 
need the assistance of another very powerful underground group. 
And as such, if they need that help, then perhaps the Tokyo yakuza 
isn’t suited to have all the power over Tokyo anyways. But if the 
threat is so severe that the yakuza must beg for help from the Port 
Mafia, then that puts her firmly in Dazai’s debt and under his thumb. 


By the way her lips purse tightly for a second, she knows it too. 


She considers her words carefully for a moment, but it’s enough. 
Dazai knows that he’s won. Everything from here on out is just a 
formality. 


“They are...a wily group,” she finally admits. “Normally, an 
organization of their size and resources would be of no consequence 
to us. However, they have several powerful Ability users that make it 
quite difficult for us to deal with them on our own turf. We could, of 
course, eradicate them entirely. But doing so...” She hesitates again. 
“It would be at our own detriment too.” 


It's her biggest misstep yet. She’s admitted weakness to the Demon 
Prodigy, and that is something no one in their right mind would want. 
Dazai’s grin slowly turns feral. 


“Do tell me, my fair lady,” he says, resting his cheek in one cupped 
palm, “why shouldn’t | ally with them instead? After all, they seem 
powerful enough to threaten your throne...Perhaps Tokyo is in need 
of a change in leadership?” 


“Do not presume you know anything, prodigy of the mafia,” 
Manjushage hisses. “They will burn this country to the ground if 


given the chance. You do not want that.” 


“Don't I?” Dazai leans back lazily. “I’m surprised your reports didn’t 
mention it to you. But little old me? Oh, | would love to watch the 
world burn, if only to see a spectacular show.” 


“Yo u—” 


“Tell you what, Lady Manjushage. I'll deal with them for you. In three 
months’ time, it will be as if the Compass of the Rising Sun has 
never existed. You will never need to worry about them again. But in 
exchange...” Now Dazai is the one pressing into Manjushage’s 
personal space. His pinky twitches, and that’s Chuuya’s cue to draw 
out a folder and hand it wordlessly to Manjushage. 


“Here are my terms and conditions, and what | expect out of you in 
return.” 


It’s a thick folder, all things considered, detailing exact jewel 
smuggling routes, drug trading and hotspots, and mutual allyship 
with the Tokyo yakuza that states that in dire situations, the yakuza 
will take care of the government in Tokyo while the Port Mafia will 
deal with any Gifted stragglers causing problems. Most importantly, 
there is a blueprint for a Port Mafia branch directly in the middle of 
Shibuya. Of course, there’s a hefty sum of cash involved too. 


The proposal is not so unfair that it would cause more problems than 
it solves, but it also definitely favors the Port Mafia. Manjushage 
knows it too, eyes darkening as she reads through it. But the threat 
is clear. Agree to the terms, and she gains a powerful ally in the Port 
Mafia and all the Ability users that come with it. Reject them, and the 
Demon Prodigy will ally with the Compass of the Rising Sun and 
bring devastation down upon Tokyo. 


“| could kill you right now,” she says instead, gently placing the folder 
down. Dazai shrugs nonchalantly. 


“You could try,” he says. “Actually, please try. You know, I’ve been 
thinking recently that | should try a double suicide with a beautiful 
woman anyways...| think you would fit the bill quite nicely, don't 
you?” 


There’s barely a whisper of a noise, and then five needles, deadly 
sharp and dripping with lethal poison, hang in the air directly in front 
of Dazai’s neck. The unmistakable red glow of Chuuya’s ability 
surrounds them, with Chuuya himself taking one step forward to 
tower protectively over Dazai, the marble cracking loudly beneath his 
feet. 


Dazai sighs loudly, as if unbelievably exasperated. 


“Chuu~ya,” he says, the inflection in his voice the same way it 
always is when he wants to fuck with him, “you couldn’t have just 
killed her instead? | thought | said that | wanted a double suicide!” 


“Shut up, dumb mackerel,” Chuuya hisses. His eyes never leave 
Manjushage, who herself seems at a loss for words. “Lady, I'll say 
this just once. You don’t stand a chance against us.” 


To emphasize his point, he flings the needles into the wall to the 
right. They embed soundlessly, a testament to how finely made they 
are. 


“Very well,” Manjushage finally says, eyes darting to her needles. “l 
agree to your terms. But you should tread carefully. The rest of the 
yakuza are not as forgiving as | am.” 


Dazai stands and walks over, offering her his hand. 


“Pleasure doing business with you, Lady Manjushage,” he says, 
shaking her hand with perfunctory precision. Her mouth twists into 
something resembling a smile. Chuuya only nods to her, and then 
he’s at Dazai’s back as he leads them out. 


“Lad,” Manjushage calls out just as they’re exiting the door, “if you 
ever tire of the Port Mafia...there will be a place in Tokyo for you. 
Think about it, won't you?” 


“Thank you for the offer,” Dazai says, clearly not at all thankful. “But 
I’m afraid I'll have to politely decline. After all, I've got a dog in the 
Port Mafia, and if | go, who will take care of him?” 


Next to him, Chuuya curses lowly under his breath, some mix of 
“shitty bandage waster” and “fucking bastard.” Dazai only smiles 
indulgently. 


As the two of them leave the building, Manjushage watches them go 
carefully. She has people watching their every step as they go, 
carefully tracking their actions for any weakness or anything 
suspicious. But, as expected, there’s nothing. The moment they're 
out of the hotel, she picks up her phone to dial a number. 


“Hello, Boss? ...Yes. Negotiations went...as smoothly as | could 
have hoped. You were right; we can’t underestimate them. | think, for 
the future of our organization, that we would do well to avoid 
angering the Port Mafia...they have too many assets on their side. 
No, Boss. But the rumors about the Demon Prodigy and his 
bodyguard are true...Yes, Boss. Thank you, Boss.” 


Outside, Dazai’s eyes squeeze into slits as he grins. Of course, he 
left a listening device in the room. He’s heard everything, and with 
the knowledge comes the cold satisfaction of a job well done. 

“It went well, | take it?” Chuuya says. Dazai laughs. 


“Of course it did, chibi,” he replies. “After all, I’m the Demon Prodigy. 
Who could match me?” 


“Literally me,” Chuuya says, but it has no bite to it. “Good job tonight, 
mackerel.” 


It’s funny. Before this mission and their time at the school, Chuuya 
would have never congratulated Dazai for simply doing his job. But 
seeing Dazai outside of the tight confines of the mafia, occasionally 
seeing that shadow over his eyes lift... 


It makes him a little soft on the inside. He shouldn't be; he and Dazai 
have always been unerringly cruel to each other, and Dazai has 
done things to Chuuya that perhaps he might never forgive. And yet, 
when Chuuya thinks that he could lift some of that darkness and 
misery that surrounds Dazai like a shield...well, is there anything that 
he won't try? 


Dazai responds well to praise. It’s like he’s starved for it, 
unconsciously reaching out for more. When Chuuya tells him that 
he’s done a good job, Dazai’s whole being stiffens up, and then 
relaxes in a way that he never does right after a mission. 


“| was just doing my job,” he scoffs, but Chuuya can hear the 
underlying vulnerability. He can read Dazai just as well as himself, 
after all, and he knows what Dazai actually means. 


Really? | was good enough? | did well? 

“Oh my God. Whatever! See if | ever compliment you again!” 

Yeah. You did good, Dazai. 

“Chuuuuuuyaaaaaa, Dazai whines, long and drawn out, as they get 
on the motorbike. He slips his arms around Chuuya’s waist and 
holds on to him; it’s a habit now, a routine that he does as easily as 


breathing. “Hatrack. Petite mafioso. Chibi slug.” 


I’m bothering you so you'll repeat what you said. Tell me | did good 
again. 


“Shut the fuck up, Dazai. You know no one could have done better 
than you tonight. Way less painful than other negotiations I’ve done 
with other people, in any case.” 


It’s as close to saying that he’s glad to be Dazai’s partner that 
Chuuya will ever get. But Dazai knows. He always does. 


So he buries his cheek into the space between Chuuya’s shoulder 
blades, letting the soft strands of Chuuya’s hair blow over his own. 
It’s a quiet thing, the space between their breaths. But it’s not the 
cold, painful silence that usually leaves Dazai aching and chasing 
after death. It’s a peaceful quiet, the kind that he only ever knows 
with Chuuya. 


He wonders why that is. Why Chuuya’s mere presence is enough to 
quiet the worst of his mind. Why having his arms around Chuuya’s 
middle feels more right than anything else he’s ever known. Why, 
when he saw those needles coming towards him, his first thought 
wasn't about dying or getting hit, but about the possibility of Chuuya 
getting hit. 


Dazai is the Demon Prodigy, more monster than human. He can’t 
afford to have any weaknesses. So far, Chuuya has been a strength 
rather than a weakness, and Dazai is beginning to think he doesn't 
want that to change. Because as long as Chuuya is strong, as long 
as he is not a weakness for Dazai, then he can stay by his side. 


Dazai lifts his head just a little bit. Above them, the sky is moonless, 
and there isn’t a single cloud marring the perfectly clear sky. 
Thousands upon thousands of stars twinkle, far too beautiful and 
kind for such a cruel world. Dazai knows those stars like the back of 
his hand; he’s seen them a thousand and one times in Chuuya’s 
eyes. It’s a bit of a horrifying thought. 


“The stars are beautiful tonight,” Chuuya murmurs, his whole chest 
vibrating with his voice. “Look up, mackerel. You know, there’s a 
story that says there’s a star for every person in this world.” 


“Which one’s mine?” Dazai asks, regretting the words the moment 
they come out of his mouth. It’s too sappy for him, too soft, too 
intimate. 


“Hmm...” Chuuya thinks for a moment, then revs up the motorbike, 
speeding up even more. Dazai yelps and squeezes Chuuya even 
tighter. 


“Rigel,” Chuuya says, as if he isn’t blazing through the streets at 
upwards of two hundred kilometers. “The leading star of the hunter, 
Orion.” 


“| think you're that star in the dog constellation,” Dazai says. “It fits, 
right? The doggie gets a star in a matching constellation!” 


“| fucking hate you,” Chuuya snarls. “You're the stinking fish!” 


Dazai laughs, and Chuuya is honestly a little taken aback by how 
honest it sounds. 


“Sirius, that’s the one,” Dazai says. “The dog star.” 


What he doesn’t say is that Sirius is the brightest star in the sky, the 
most brilliant of them all. That Canis Major is the faithful hound that 
follows Orion in the hunt, that they were partners too, dog and 
human. 


He doesn't say that he thinks the stars are brighter when he sees 
them in Chuuya’s eyes. 


Chapter End Notes 


Thank you for reading! As always, comments and kudos make 
my day! 


war, human experimentation, and 
complaining about your stupid classmates 


Chapter Notes 
See the end of the chapter for notes 


Murata is right. Everyone hates Tsushima and Kashimura—not 
because they’re bad people or anything. No, it’s entirely because of 
how disgusting they are with each other. 


Case in point, literally right now: they’re on their lunch break. At 
Shukuichi, it’s often the most relaxing point in the day. It’s an hour 
and a half of recreation time, with no teachers demanding their best, 
no work that needs to be done, and no pressure to perform well. For 
many students, it wouldn't be a stretch to call lunchtime the best part 
of their day. 


This, however, is entirely inapplicable to Class 2A, which is 
coincidentally the class that Tsushima and Kashimura are in. The 
culprits sit right in front of them, oblivious to the scene that they’re 
making. 


“Kashimura-saaaaaaan, Tsushima whines, impersonating an 
octopus as he wriggles his body all over Kashimura. “Ka-shi-mu-ra. 
Why won't you share your crab with meeeee?” He leans forward as if 
to take the morsel of crab cake from Kashimura’s chopsticks with his 
mouth, only to be denied as Kashimura stuffs it in his own mouth 
immediately. Kashimura grins victoriously as Tsushima wails in 
despair, beating his fists against Kashimura’s chest. 


Sato stares in legitimate shock. Is this normal? This can’t be normal. 


Around her, the rest of the class is clearly of the same opinion. The 
kids who grew up in Japan literally look like they’re on the verge of 


passing out from shock. Even the foreign students look a little 
baffled. 


“You're so mean to me!” Tsushima cries. Kashimura scoffs. 
“Make your own crab if you want it so bad,” he retorts. 


“But Chuuya, you know it’s not as good as yours... burn it every 
time...” 


For just a second, Kashimura’s expression goes soft and fond, with 
so much warmth in his eyes that Sato feels physically ill. 


“Tough luck, bastard.” 

They are so lucky that there aren't any teachers in the room right 
now. Cursing like that would have gotten Kashimura a demerit in any 
other circumstance, but everyone in the room (including their class 
president) is far too engrossed in the drama happening right before 
their very eyes. 


“Well! Chuuya should share his lunch with me anyways, as a form of 
thanks! Since | am, obviously, the ideal roommate and classmate.” 


Kashimura slowly raises his eyes to meet Tsushima’s in sheer 
disbelief. 


“You are insane,” he says, and most of the class is kind of inclined to 
agree. Tsushima is annoying at best and an outright pest at worst— 
at least to Kashimura. Sato is dying a little bit inside. 

That’s not how you treat your crush, Tsushima-san! Please! 
“Kashimura! | want crab!” 


“Go get yourself some!” 


“| want your crab!!” 


Most of the class is outwardly cringing at this point. Tsushima is so 
utterly shameless that even they’re starting to get embarrassed. 
Kashimura, the saint that he is, has yet to completely lose patience 
and slam Tsushima’s head against the table. 


(Little do they know that compared to Dazai’s usual suicidal and 
womanizing antics, this is far preferable...to Chuuya, at least. A 
stinky mackerel who is hanging all over him is a stinky mackerel who 
is not about to kill himself or go even further off the deep end.) 


“You're so useless, Shuuji,” Kashimura sighs, hardly even reacting to 
Tsushima’s theatrics. But then he— 


He picks up a piece of the crab cake and feeds it to Tsushima. 


This is absolutely horrifying, Sato decides. This is shameful. She has 
to stop them. 


“A-ah!” she says very loudly. “We should be reviewing for our history 
class soon. You know how Professor Hoffman gets.” 


It works, surprisingly enough. Tsushima and Kashimura snap out of 
whatever little world they’re in, and Kashimura shoves Tsushima 
away back towards his own desk. But Sato absolutely does not miss 
the way that Kashimura gently places the box of unfinished crab 
cakes on Tsushima’s desk before turning away, nor the way that 
Tsushima flushes happily when he takes another bite. 


These two! she screams internally. And they’re sti// not dating! 
Ahead of her, in the front rows, Murata is showing off a laminated 
piece of paper to a couple of girls. Sato knows exactly what’s on that 
piece of paper; she had, after all, designed it herself. 


Are you frustrated with your classmates’ oblivious pining? Join us 
this afternoon for the first-ever meeting of the POG squad! 


God. It looks like after this whole incident today, their membership 
really might skyrocket. 


The class finally settles down just as Professor Hoffman walks into 
the classroom. Hailing from Germany and as both a veteran and 
history specialist of the Great War, Professor Hoffman kind of 
terrifies all of them. But he has inside knowledge of so much that 
happened during the war, and he is undeniably charismatic, even if 
his gaze makes one viscerally uncomfortable. 


Today, they’re finally starting their unit on the Great War. It is, of 
course, what most of the class has been looking forward to the most. 
Hoffman is a war vet after all; it's well Known that he had been a spy 
as well as seeing live combat, and he, more than anyone, knows 
exactly what the war was like. Their units up to now have been 
interesting, sure, but it all feels so distant. The War is recent. 


“You’re all lucky,” Hoffman says in his accented Japanese the 
moment he walks in. “You haven't seen war. And the Great War was 
the most terrible of all wars. Ability users, experiments, soldiers, war 
machines—all thrown on a battlefield to clash and die.” 


He turns to fix them all down with his piercing gray gaze. 


“There is nothing more awful than war, children. The repercussions 
of that war is still being felt today, and will continue to be felt for 
decades to come. Ever wonder why you don’t get to eat beef and 
lamb except on special occasions? Or why Ability users need a 
license and permit just to be legally recognized? Or why, if you step 
foot outside of this pretty little school, you'll see hundreds of children 
on the streets? They are all because of this war.” 


He steps up to the chalkboard and starts writing harshly, the clicking 
of the chalk against the board the only sound in the deathly silent 
room. 


“We've already discussed the events leading up to the Great War. 
Now, we need to discuss why the war exploded from a regional war 


between France, Germany, and England to the international 
bloodbath it turned out to be. Does anyone know? You there, in the 
back.” 


“The assassination of England’s Prime Minister by an Ability user 
known as Black No. 12.” 


Hoffman nods, writing it out on the board. 


Kashimura’s spine stiffens. He looks distinctly uncomfortable, but 
then again, most of the class does. It’s a hard subject to talk about, 
and many people in the class have had relatives involved in the war. 


“What they won’ tell you,” Hoffman says lowly, “and why | do not use 
textbooks for the Great War, is that Black No. 12 was not a natural 
Ability user. Ability experimentation was a huge part of the war. 
You're all familiar with Abilities, I’m sure. Supernatural powers that 
bend the very world around them. 


“Black No. 12 was the result of German research that was then 
shared with France. The death of England’s prime minister at his 
hands meant that England saw both France and Germany as 
responsible, and resulted in a full declaration of war. England allied 
with the United States and Italy; France and Germany allied with 
Japan and Russia.” 


Here, Hoffman pauses to stare out over the class again. His gaze is 
unwavering, but it seems a thousand miles away, as if he isn’t really 
quite there. As if he’s back on the battlefield, watching his comrades 
be killed by powers that they don’t understand. 


“In actuality, the war was all about power. Ability users were getting 
out of control. They were getting strong enough that governments 
were becoming increasingly concerned that they could overtake 
them. The answer then, of course, was to somehow ensure that the 
most powerful Ability users were on their side. In England, it took the 
form of the Order of the Clock Tower, led by one Agatha Christie. 
Nowadays, they are just as much a branch of the government as the 


Parliament is. They’re held to their responsibility to the people of 
England, that they must protect and serve. But in Germany and 
France...” 


Hoffman holds up a sheaf of papers and starts passing them out, 
lecturing as he goes. 


“The answer that they came up with was that they must obtain the 
most powerful Ability user possible. See, here’s the thing about 
Abilities—they have limits. No matter how powerful an Ability is, it 
has its limits. An Ability user who can control ice cannot freeze the 
entire ocean. Someone who may be able to cure diseases might not 
be able to treat wounds or injuries. In other words—every Ability is 
limited in its power somehow. 


“But what if it wasn’t? Class, I’d like you to consider. What if there 
was an Ability user who held infinite power within them?” 


Murmurs break out among the class, most of them nervous and a 
little terrified. 


“That is what Germany was trying to achieve. They were trying to 
create a being who could hold an infinitely powerful Ability within 
them, something that could and would destroy any who dared stand 
against them. 


“The result of those experiments was Black No. 12, who fought in the 
war along with many others. He, along with other Transcendentals, 
made up the bulk of the Great War’s offensive forces. A single Ability 
user needed a thousand mortal men in order to match him. That was 
the power they held. And with that power came bloodshed and war. 
As noted by the French poet Jacque Moreau, ‘the devastation 
wrought upon the land was as if the earth itself was bleeding out, 
and the songs of the yellow-crested goldfinch were replaced with the 
songs of the dying.’” 


“But that was just Germany and France, right?” a student asks, 
raising their hand. “What about Japan?” 


“What about Japan, indeed,” Hoffman murmurs. “I’m afraid they 
weren't exempt from human experimentation. In fact, it is possibly 
the worst-kept secret of the Great War...the Project A experiments.” 


More murmurs, this time with curiosity and some familiarity. 
Kashimura seems to be slowly shrinking back in his seat, while 
Tsushima sits up straighter to listen. 


“Hundreds of children were captured in a desperate bid to imitate 
France’s success with Black No. 12. Some of them were orphans 
from the war. Others were taken from their homes. None ever 
returned. This was Project A, completely unknown to the public until 
very recently.” 


Hoffman suddenly raps his lecture stick on the podium loudly, 
startling the class. 


“Show of hands! Who here has been to Yokohama?” 


Nearly all of the class raises their hands. Yokohama isn’t that far; 
only an hour by train. Some of the students even like taking weekend 
trips there. 


“And who has been to Suribachi City?” 
A few hands drop, but most of them stay raised. 


“The Suribachi City crater, my students, was the result of Project A. 
That’s right. That inner city used to be simply part of Yokohama, with 
nothing special about it. In the span of mere minutes, it was all 
leveled flat, leaving behind nothing but a smoking crater.” 


Slowly, the students lower their hands as Hoffman keeps talking. 
There’s a look of shock on a lot of faces. 


“The Great War was fought over Abilities. And anyone who tells you 
otherwise has no idea what they’re talking about. You are lucky to 
live in relative peace, where most Ability users keep to themselves or 


hold out in hiding. Because | can assure you, when the Gifted go to 
wer... 


“Even the gods run.” 


The mood is undeniably sober after Hoffman's lecture. Suddenly, 
things like Kashimura and Tsushima being kind of gross together 
don't seem very important at all. 


Speaking of Kashimura, he seems to have taken Hoffman’s lesson 
particularly badly. Sato watches out of the corner of her eye as 
Kashimura’s hands tremble. His eyes have been glassy for the last 
twenty minutes, as if he’s trying desperately not to cry. It’s a little 
surprising, because he’s always been the face of stoicism, but then 
again, several of their classmates, particularly those with family who 
fought in the Great War, had broken down too. And Hoffman really 
didn’t shy away from the horrors of war either. 


It’s hard to joke about the war when a literal war vet is your teacher, 
Sato thinks. It’s hard to look into those eyes with that thousand-yard 
stare and think about anything other than what made him look like 
that. 


Takeda, however, does not seem to share her sentiments. 
Conspiracy theorist and true crime fanatic that he is, he’s already 
doubled down on what he considers to be the most fascinating part 
of the lecture: Project A and Black No. 12. 


“But it can’t be all!” he says excitedly as they transition to their study 
hall. “Il just looked—no one knows what happened to Black No. 12 or 
Project A. There are no records of whether Black No. 12 survived the 
war, no records of his identity—nothing.” 


“So what?” Watanabe says. “So we don’t know who Black No. 12 is. 
He probably just made a new identity or something.” 


“Exactly,” Takeda breathes. “Black No. 12 is out there and alive. He 
definitely survived, and he’s definitely out there...oh, what | wouldn’t 
give to meet him!” 


Kashimura looks toward them, an unreadable expression on his 
face. 


“| think you shouldn't want to meet someone like that,” he says 
gravely. This has Sato blinking in surprise. Kashimura almost never 
talks so openly about his thoughts on anything like this. 


“And why not?” Takeda pouts. Kashimura frowns. 


“You heard the professor. Black No. 12 was created as the ultimate 
weapon for war. If such a creature were still alive...they would be 
incredibly dangerous, no? And, more than likely, they'd be 
completely under the control of someone else. A being made for 
destruction...isn’t good at anything besides destruction.” 


Tsushima tightens his grip around Kashimura’s wrist at those last 
words. But Sato can’t help but wonder if Kashimura is right after all. 
Did Black No. 12 even have emotions? 


“And what about Project A?” Takeda demands. “We don’t even know 
if the experiments succeeded or not, or whether they’re alive or 
dead. What if some people who went through that experiment are 
just walking around right now?” 


Kashimura takes a short pause. 

“Project A isn’t better,” he finally says. “Well—if anything, it might be 
worse. I’d wager that even if they succeeded and Project A lived, 
they would have died in the Suribachi City incident." 


"But if they did survive—" 


"If they did survive, you wouldn't want to meet a monster anyways," 
Kashimura says, deathly serious. "If they are created by 
experimentation, if it's a false Ability user, then they are not human. 
Someone who isn't human...you don't want to cross paths with 
them." 


There’s an almost stricken pause before Watanabe clears her throat. 


“You’re fixating way too hard on this shit, Takeda,” she says. “And, 
like, this is war stuff. This is serious. It’s not a good joking topic.” 


“| wasn't joking, though!” 


“That makes it worse,” Murata mutters, but sighs. “We should drop it. 
I’m sure we’re all curious, but...it’s a bit of a sensitive topic, right? 
The Great War fucked over a lot of people.” 


“Hmm,” Takeda grumbles, but doesn’t say anything further. Tsushima 
frowns. 


“The war was awful,” Tsushima says, and Murata sighs loudly. Of 
course whatever she says is going to be completely ignored. “But | 
think...we can find a lot of beauty in it, even so. It’s the hand we’ve 
been dealt, right? So it would be good to find the good bits where we 
can. | think Black No. 12 and Project A aren't going to be the good 
parts.” 


“What even are the good parts, Tsushima?” Watanabe bites out. “It’s 
war!” 


“Not the war itself specifically, but...there’s a lot of stuff we have now 
because of the war, y'know? Technology and stuff, like those super 
fast trains. Some of the cities aren’t nearly as polluted anymore. 
There’s been like, a ton of social support laws since the war? And 
you know...after being at war, anything else is like heaven on earth.” 


“Okay, art boy,” Watanabe snorts. “Fine, you’re right. But the war 
itself? The human experimentation? That's fucked up, okay?” 


“I'm not saying it’s not!” Tsushima says quickly. “Just that...in our 
everyday life, isn’t it better to not focus on those things?” 


“It's my interest,” Takeda snaps back heatedly. “You don’t have to 
listen to it if you don’t want to.” 


“GUYS.” Murata’s tone is stern and firm enough that the three of 
them stop bickering for a second to look at her. “Shut up. No more of 
this, all right? Takeda, it’s fine if you’re interested, but please be 
aware that other people might be sensitive to this shit. Tsushima, 
life’s not all fun and rainbows, and it’s fine to be into the darker parts 
too. Jesus fucking Christ, guys. You’re the cream of the crop, top of 
the nation Shukuichi students. Acct like it.” 


There’s a sort of ringing silence as everyone shuts up, but there’s 
still some tension in the air. Kashimura is still clearly uneasy, a little 
twitchier than he usually is. Tsushima’s brow is furrowed, which is 
startling to see on someone who's usually so easy-going and cheery. 
Takeda is straight up pouting, and Watanabe looks kind of pissed off 
too. 


“’m going to go study,” Kashimura finally says. “I’ve never been that 
good at history. Good luck, guys.” 


“I'll go with you, Chuuya,” Tsushima says, hoisting his schoolbag a 
little higher on his shoulder. “Sorry, Takeda-san. | didn’t mean to 
make you feel bad. | hope you guys study well!” 


The two of them leave quickly. The rest of the group hastily finds a 
table to sit at, and then, when they're all settled, Murata slaps 
Takeda upside the head. 


“Ow! What was that for?” he complains, rubbing the spot. Murata 
scowls. 


“You know better,” she snaps. “We've literally had this conversation 
before! Don’t antagonize the newbies! You’re weird and you like it, 
but don’t make other people uncomfortable.” 


“Yeah, yeah,” Takeda mumbles, actually starting to look contrite. 
“Sorry. I’ll...?’ll go apologize to them.” He slinks off in the general 
direction of Tsushima and Kashimura. 


But when he actually sees them, sitting in the corner of the library, he 
stops abruptly. Kashimura is leaning against Tsushima, eyes closed 
as Tsushima hums very softly, hand wrapped loosely around 
Kashimura’s wrist. 


They look...well. Takeda would use the words “married and in love.” 
Except that Sato says that they aren't together, so...perhaps 
“smitten” is a better descriptor? 


Tsushima fixes him with a Look, as if to say do not interrupt us right 
now. Takeda backs away slowly, mouthing sorry at him and hoping 
it's enough. Tsushima inclines his head slightly, just enough to 
acknowledge Takeda’s apology, but stares him down until he turns 
tail and leaves. 


God. He is not strong enough for this. He did not sign up to watch 
the strange mating rituals of teenage boys. And he’s not the romantic 
love guru of their group. But by God does he have good gossip to 
share. 


Bang! 


“All right, folks! The inaugural meeting of the POG squad is now in 
session!” Murata bangs the gavel twice more for good measure and 
surveys the room in front of her. 


Usually used for more esoteric club activities, the classroom is large, 
Open, and usually very empty. 


This is not the case today. At least two dozen well-dressed, proper- 
looking students are sitting on the open floor, looking up expectantly 
at Murata. Most of them look exasperated and exhausted. A couple 
of people actually look excited. But hot damn. Murata hadn’t actually 
expected this many people to turn up for the first meeting. 


“So, the purpose of our little society is, of course, to get Tsushima 
Shuuji and Kashimura Chuuya together.” 


“’m so tired of their shit!” someone yells from the back. “Just today, | 
saw Kashimura trying to strangle Tsushima—good for him, honestly 
—but then Tsushima moaned and now | feel filthy.” 


“You think that’s bad?” someone else pipes up. “Il watched Tsushima 
pat Kashimura down after soccer practice. They’re actually so 
disgusting.” 


More and more voices chime in, all with some sort of grievance 
against the two of them. Murata blinks. She hadn’t expected them to 
be this bad. 


The clamor in the room rises to an almost overwhelming level, and 
Murata has to rap the gavel against the podium again to get 
everyone's attention. 


“So now that we know these two are gross and oblivious, the 
question is: how do we get them to see that they’re being gross and 
oblivious and therefore get together and spare us from this torment?” 


“Lock them together in a closet!” someone suggests. 
“A Classic,” Murata nods, writing it on the whiteboard. 


“We could write love notes to both of them and pretend it’s from the 
other person?” 


“Oh, what if we had them play the King’s game and made them 
kiss?” 


“| think we should put them in emotional literacy therapy.” 


“All fantastic ideas,” Murata says approvingly. “I also want to put forth 
that this group is a safe space for venting about these two. Let’s be 
honest here—we’re all gossips, all of us here. So if you happen to 
encounter them doing something really gross, please share that 
gossip with all of us so we can all commiserate. Plus, it'll be great 
motivation for us to work harder towards our goal.” 


“Are we sure they're not together already? Because they sure act 
like it.” 


“Yes, we can confirm for sure that they aren’t together yet. Actually, | 
think neither of them have even realized their feelings yet.” 


At those words, the room erupts into groans and despair. 

“| was really hoping that we’d get someone a little less oblivious, but 
man. We’ve really got our work cut out for us, huh?” one boy says 
moodily. “Can't believe my school life has become this.” 


“At least they’re cute together?” Sato offers. “| mean—they’re both 
really, er, handsome...” 


“They’re off the table, Sato!” someone else in the front shouts. “Get 
your boy-crazy mind off them!” 


“| think we should put Kashimura in a dress!” 


“Wait, but Tsushima would look so much better crossdressing. He 
should be the one wearing a dress.” 


“Better idea: they wear nothing at all.” 
“That’s public indecency and we are all going to get arrested.” 
“Has anyone, like, looked through their dorm yet?” 


“Oh my God,” Murata mutters. “What have | gotten myself into?” 


“Chuuya,” Dazai whispers lowly into Chuuya’s ear, carefully bending 
down so that his lips just barely miss the shell of his ear. 


“Hmm,” Chuuya says, eyes still firmly shut. 


“... You know, it’s impossible for me to hate a couple hundred lines of 
code as much as | hate you.” 


“Stop sweet talking me, or I'll start to think you like me,” Chuuya 
threatens, but it comes out warm and sleepy. Dazai sighs. 


There’s a lot that he thinks about, that he cou/d (but won’t) tell 
Chuuya. That it doesn’t matter to him if Chuuya is artificial or not, 
human or not. That no matter how inhuman he may be, he is still 
more human than the Demon Prodigy. That Chuuya burns brightly 
and fiercely, more human than anyone else in the mafia, except for 
maybe Odasaku. That the Chuuya he’s been able to see recently, 
waking up in the mornings, hair a frizzy mess and eyes still half- 
hooded with sleep, is the most human and beautiful Chuuya he’s 
ever seen. 


But saying any of those things would require a degree of honesty 
that Dazai just isn’t cut out for right now. Even the thought of saying 
such things has his throat clogging up, as if the words themselves 
are choking him. 


It’s a vulnerability, something inside him whispers to him. Mori will 
know. You can’t want him. You can’t. Because anything worth 
wanting is lost the moment you obtain it. 


So Dazai keeps a lid on any feelings that might possibly surface, 
instead opting to simply breathe and lean into the warmth of Chuuya 
against him. He will not think about that choking feeling in his throat, 


because he absolutely does not want Chuuya. Not in any way. 
Chuuya is just his work partner. A work partner who looks adorable 
snuggled up to him, whose deep breathing when he’s asleep calms 
down Dazai’s mind like nothing else. A work partner that makes 
something ugly and hot rear inside his chest when he’s sad. It 
doesn’t matter, anyways. 


After all, Chuuya is already his, isn’t he? He’s his dog, his partner, 
his petite mafioso. There’s nothing more of Chuuya to want, because 
Dazai already has him. Dazai Osamu does not want Nakahara 
Chuuya. 


Now if only he could get his traitorous heart to believe him. 


“They sent us a message,” Dazai announces later in their dormitory. 
It’s funny; the school dorm that they share feels more like home than 
any other place they’ve ever been. Due to Shukuichi being an 
extraordinarily wealthy private school, it’s much larger than the 
standard single-room dorm. There’s a bedroom with both their beds, 
and then a shared common area with two large desks, a couch, a 
coffee table, and a small kitchenette. 


Currently, the two of them are splayed out in the common area, with 
Dazai sprawled out on the couch and lazily flicking through his 
phone while Chuuya lounges with one leg up on a table, looking for 
all the world like a rich delinquent. 


“Who, Mori?” Chuuya asks. 


“No, the Compass of the Setting Sun. Look.” Dazai tosses his phone 
to Chuuya, who catches it with the air of someone who has done this 
far too often. He squints at the phone, trying to piece it together. 


It’s a photo, sent by one of their (many) informants. In the picture, 
there’s a smoking mess of a truck, still half on fire. Even burned and 
mostly destroyed, he can still make out the Mori Corp logo in the 
rubble. At the very forefront, there’s a brightly colored piece of paper 
on the ground. 


“That’s...” 

“An origami compass,” Dazai supplies. “In red and orange.” 

“And that’s one of our smuggling trucks, isn’t it?” 

“Indeed so, hatrack! | guess even old dogs can learn new tricks, ne?” 


“Shut up, bastard. What are we going to do about it?” Chuuya leans 
forward in his chair, clearly getting excited at the prospect of a good 
fight. 


“Well, | suppose we do have to take down their entire organization, 
given what happened with dear old Manjushage. But...” 


“But?” 


“We're still undercover. We can't let them know who we are, and we 
can't afford to make any careless errors here. That means no full-out 
attacks—at least not yet.” 


“We can't let them keep fucking with Mafia property though,” Chuuya 
says, slouching back again. Dazai snorts. 


“Clearly not,” he agrees. “Luckily, there are other ways to get what 
we want.” He settles into the couch, closing his eyes and looking like 
he’s going to take a nap then and there. Chuuya waits for a few 
moments expectantly. 


“Well?” he finally says. “Are you going to tell me about this wonderful 
plan of yours?” 


Dazai hums louder, as if he doesn’t hear Chuuya. But his fingers are 
tapping an asynchronous rhythm against his stomach, and Chuuya 
knows what it means. 


| need more time to account for all variables. 


It's the closest to weakness that Dazai ever really gets. It means that 
he has a solid plan that he’s at least 95% certain will work. It’s the 
other 5% that’s taking up space in his brain right now. And Chuuya 
won't get an answer until Dazai is 100% sure—even then, he might 
not share what's going on in his head. 


Luckily, the long months of being Dazai’s partner have prepared him 
for this, so instead of pushing like he might’ve done once upon a 
time, Chuuya gets up from his chair and settles in right next to Dazai 
on the couch. He flicks open the laptop sitting on the coffee table 
and puts on an old French film. Something easy, nostalgic, 
something he’s watched a hundred times before. Something that he 
can pretend to be distracted by so that Dazai will relax. 


It takes the better part of an hour, but finally Dazai shifts next to him, 
and Chuuya knows that means that he’s done with thinking. 


“You done, mackerel?” he says out loud. Dazai nudges him just 
slightly, and Chuuya sighs. “Okay. Talk me through your big brain 
plan.” 


“Tit for tat,” Dazai mumbles, clearly far too comfortable in his position 
on the couch. “They hit our supply line, so we'll hit theirs. Harder.” 


A slow grin spreads across Chuuya’s face. It sounds simple enough, 
but he knows Dazai. Dazai doesn’t take an hour to think about a plan 
unless he’s got something grand planned. And the way he’s 
talking... 


Chuuya thinks he’s going to have a lot of fun. 


“HOLY FUCKING SHIT MACKEREL, WHAT THE ACTUAL FUCK!!” 
Chuuya swears as he sprints away at top speed, dragging Dazai 
with him. “’M GONNA KILL YOU. ’M GONNA KILL YOU AS SOON 
AS | SAVE YOUR FUCKING LIFE!” 


“Hnnnnngh,” Dazai moans, mostly unconscious and head lolling onto 
Chuuya’s shoulder. Useless as usual, then. 


Behind them, an entire block of warehouses, full of trucks and 
supplies, is up in flames. Debris scatters through the night air like 
deadly confetti, bursting into smoke and fire on contact. Police sirens 
wail as orders are shouted, barely audible over the commotion. 


“They can’t have gone far! Find them!” 


Chuuya ducks into an alleyway, using his ability to lift up the 
crumbled bits of brick and building. He lobs them back behind them, 
creating essentially a moving barricade as he runs. 


How had it gone so wrong? 


Ah, but it probably hadn’t. The bastard mackerel had probably 
planned for this. Damn him. 


There had been more people than Chuuya had expected, and in the 
ensuing fight, he might have gotten a little overzealous. But Dazai 
had somehow linked explosives to each of the warehouses, and the 
moment Chuuya triggered one of them with a blast of gunpowder, 
everything had immediately gone to shit. 


Now he’s desperately trying to get out with a useless sack of bones 
and skin on his back. Dazai had been hit by the explosion and 
immediately passed out. No life threatening injuries, thankfully—just 
a couple of bad burns and some broken ribs. Nothing that Dazai 
hasn't gone through before. 


The problem now is just getting out of here and back to the school 
undetected. They definitely sent a message to the Compass of the 
Rising Sun, that’s for sure. All of their supplies, illegal drugs, and 
most of their weaponry—gone. Just like that. One plan from Dazai, 
and it’s all (literally) up in smoke. 


But with those supplies went their motorbike and any other way of 
getting back that didn’t involve Chuuya literally flying back to the 
school like a superhero. Logically, of course, he knows what to do. 


When he gets just far enough to feel safe enough for a moment, he 
fishes Dazai’s phone out of his pocket. Dazai keeps it locked with an 
unimaginably long passcode, but Chuuya had also secretly added 
his fingerprints to the phone one night. So it’s no issue for him to 
open it up and send a quick text to one of their operatives in Tokyo. 


Code Redbird. Extraction at 258. 15. Authority: Executive. Send 
agent. 


He shoves the phone back into Dazai’s pocket and picks him up 
again, this time heading west. Extraction point 258 is the second 
closest point to this location; the closest, unfortunately, is currently 
being burned to the ground. But this one is only a little over two miles 
away, which Chuuya can definitely make short work of. 


He takes a bit of a winding route to the extraction point, making sure 
that there isn’t anyone on their tails. Dazai is still useless, mostly 
passed out, only waking up enough to moan occasionally. Chuuya 
wants to slap him. 


Finally, after a grueling seventeen minutes, they make it to the 
extraction point. As expected, there’s a black car there, sleek and 
shiny with tinted back windows. Chuuya recognizes the driver—one 
of their agents who works in a highly recognized law firm that has 
always been very good at keeping his mouth shut. 


Unfortunately, Soukoku’s identity is a top tier secret that can’t be 
known by anyone but the highest echelons of the Port Mafia and 


select members of the Mafia, hand-picked by Mori. Still, Chuuya 
feels some sense of regret when he snaps the man’s neck. It’s 
unfortunate for him, really, that he was the one chosen to pick up 
Double Black tonight. 


Chuuya tosses the corpse in the trunk before strapping Dazai in and 
putting on a disguise. It takes him a second to put in the contacts, his 
hands as grimy as they are. Then he shoves on the wig, uses the 
towel to wipe himself off as best as he can, and changes quickly into 
the casual outfit stashed in the back of the car. 


When he’s done, he hardly looks like himself. He looks like every 
average teenager going out for a night drive. It’s a good disguise, but 
he can hear the police sirens getting louder. He needs to get out of 
here now. 


They need to be back at the school in less than three hours. Port 
Mafia headquarters is a mere hour away from here; there, Chuuya 
knows, is a motorbike that they can use to replace the one they lost 
in the fire. It takes another hour and a half to get from mafia 
headquarters back to the school. It'll be tight, but Chuuya knows that 
he can make it. 


After all, he’s half of Soukoku. This isn’t even close to the impossible 
feats that they do every day. What's a tight time crunch compared to 
everything else they’ve done? 


As they speed off into the night, Dazai slowly awakens in the back of 
the car. He’s not tied up or dead, which means that it had worked. 
His slug had done the job exactly as he had predicted. 


“Good little doggie,” he mumbles into nothing as he passes out 
again. In the front of the car, Chuuya says nothing, but there is a 
smile curling around his lips nonetheless. 


Really, the mafia is made for them, isn't it? 


Chapter End Notes 


Happy New Year's, everyone! Hope you're all happy and 
healthy. This one is a bit of a longer chapter, with a little more 
~plot~ sprinkled in today. | hope you enjoyed my attempt at 
worldbuilding and the further adventures of these two dumb 
idiots. 


As always, comments and kudos make my day. Thanks again 
for reading! 


raise your hand if you hate group projects 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


The funny thing about teenagers is just how quickly they get over 
things. The very next day, it’s as if nothing from the day before had 
ever happened. Everyone's in relatively high spirits, although there 
are murmurs today too. 


Apparently, in an act of terrorism (jury’s still out whether it’s domestic 
or not), an entire city block had been burned into a crisp the night 
before. Granted, it happened on the very outskirts of Tokyo and 
honestly quite far away from the school, but still. Some of the 
students are starting to wonder if, sooner or later, things like this will 
happen near their school too. 


But even that uneasiness pales in comparison to the excitement of 
the first big school project of the semester. 


Projects at Shukuichi are a big deal. Each year, they have one major 
project in each of their core classes, making for two major projects 
every term. The projects aren’t just a large part of their grade; the 
students are expected to conduct their own research and interview 
experts on the subject. It’s a lot of work, sure, but the rewards are so 
worth it. 


Project time means more free time at school, and it means more 
freedom in their classes. The cafeteria often makes better food 
during project season, and students are allowed to go off campus 
during the school day. The full resources of the school are available 
to the students for use, and the student group that does the best 
project that term gets guaranteed letters of recommendation from 
any faculty of their choice. In other words, the projects represent the 
very best and brightest of Shukuichi Academy. 


Now, at breakfast, everyone is buzzing with excitement. It’s during 
project time that friendships are forged and broken, that everything 
matters about a thousand percent more. The nervous chatters at the 
table rise as they wait for the professors to announce this term’s 
project. 


“I’m not even nervous anymore,” Takeda brags as his hands are 
visibly shaking. Watanabe snorts derisively. 


“Shut the fuck up; you’re the most nervous out of anyone,” she says. 
Takeda hmph’s and looks away. 


“It's just—this term is a history project, right? So many good 
historical crimes...” Takeda whispers almost reverently. “Like, last 
term’s project sucked.” 


“What was last term?” Kashimura asks. He’s slightly more 
disheveled than normal today, with a little bit of grime on his nose. 
Sato thinks it makes him look kinda cute, but she might be biased. 


“It was optics and relativity,” Takeda moans. “Ugh. | get shivers just 
thinking about it. It was soooo much work. We had to redo our 
experiment about five bajillion times because we kept fucking up the 
setup, and then our results weren't consistent... Anyways. | am 
never touching science projects again, not with a ten-foot pole.” 


“Yeah, until you have to do a bio project next year,” Murata says. 
“History projects also suck, though. So much reading. So much 
research.” 


“Yeah, but we get access to primary documents and we get debates 
and recitations. | don’t know; | usually like our history projects,” Sato 
muses. 


A loud banging gavel snaps them out of their conversation, and the 
entire room immediately hushes. Hoffman stands at the front of the 
room at the speaker podium, imposing in his regal military uniform. 


“First year students will have their first project this term be on 
discrete mathematics. Second years will be doing a history project 
on the Great War. Third years will be working on bioanalysis. That 
will be all.” 


The entire second year table erupts into excited chattering. Even 
Tsushima looks up from where he had been falling asleep into his 
miso soup. 


The Great War, as awful and devastating as it had been, is still a 
huge point of interest for the students. Most of them had grown up 
hearing about it. Some of them already consider themselves experts 
on the subject. But, as a concept that has been drilled into their 
heads from their first day as a Shukuichi student, there is always 
more to know. After all, perhaps the most alluring part of the projects 
is the opportunity to sate one’s curiosity. 


It seems to take forever before they’re in class again, waiting for the 
rubric for the project and for their group assignments. That’s the 
other thing about these projects—they’re always done in a group. 
Sometimes they're teacher-assigned; other times, they’re self- 
assigned. 


Hoffman, as a general rule of thumb, likes to give his students a 
certain degree of freedom. So no one is surprised when he simply 
says, “Groups of four or five. Pick something specific from the Great 
War to focus on. Present your subject of choice to me by the end of 
class. | want every group to have an approved topic by the end of 
the day. Get to it.” 


There’s a lot of shuffling as people desperately ask their friends to 
pair with them, and at the end of it, Tsushima, Kashimura, Sato, and 
Murata are sitting together in a small cluster. 


“We could do the political state of Europe before—” Sato begins. 


“No,” Murata immediately cuts her off. “I’m not doing political history.” 


“Weaponry?” Kashimura suggests. “It could be interesting to look at 
the technological advancements made with weaponry over the 
course of the war.” 


“What about the development of wartime literature and philosophy?” 
Tsushima says. “We could compare it with pre-war literature.” 


“That’s boring,” Sato complains. “Also, that’s way more, like, 
Japanese lit and art than it is history. Hoffman would never agree.” 


“...We could do our project on Ability use and experimentation over 
the course of the Great War,” Murata finally suggests. There’s an 
awkward pause, and then Kashimura sighs. 


“Yeah, we can do that. It sounds interesting, at least.” 


There’s a sigh of relief at the table. Of all of them, Kashimura always 
seems the most annoyed whenever the subject of Abilities, 
especially war Abilities, come up. And despite them not saying 
anything, none of them have forgotten the whole altercation from the 
day before, where Kashimura had essentially completely dragged 
down the discussion about Abilities and experimentation. 


“| think it should be specifically about the weaponization of Abilities 
and Ability users,” Tsushima offers. “And it can segue into Ability 
experimentation as a direct consequence of the weaponization of 
Abilities.” 


“Yeah,” Sato says, watching Kashimura carefully for any signs of 
discomfort. “Yeah, okay. | think that’s a good topic.” 


And it’s definitely a good topic, because Hoffman only takes a short 
look at their proffered topic before nodding approvingly. 


“A tough subject, that is,” Hoffman says. “You'll likely want to ask for 
any public government records from France and Japan in particular. 
It’s a rough topic, so approach it with decency.” 


“Will do, Professor,” Sato says. She turns back to the rest of the 
group, beaming. “Okay, guys! It’s time to get cracking.” 


Apparently, “get cracking” means that all of them are forcibly shoved 
into the library by Sato, who then makes them pull out what feels like 
every single Ability-related and Great War-related book. 


“We'll start here,” she says, looking deeply satisfied with herself. 
Kashimura looks at the stack of books in front of him with mild shock. 
There’s at least a dozen tomes there, some of them heavy enough to 
give a grown man a concussion. 


“| don't think I’ve read this many books in my /ife,” he mutters, 
shifting in his seat. “Is this—well, you know, really necessary?” 


Sato gives him a baleful glare, and then dumps another armful of 
books in front of him. 


“This is the bare minimum,” she says loftily. “I don’t care how much 
you think you know about the Great War. You’re sure to be missing 
something, and that means our project won't be the best that it can 
be!” 


“| really think | know absolutely nothing,” Kashimura mutters as he 
flips through the first book. “What in the name of Hoffman’s 
neckbeard is a ‘sanctioned Ability blitzkrieg?” 


“Ooh, now that’s an interesting one,” Murata says, leaning over. 
“Look, see? They used long-range airborne Abilities to bombard 
cities. In conjunction with missiles and grenades, it was really 
devastating.” 


“Okay...and what's ‘cold warfare?” 


“Have you really never heard of any of this?” Sato asks curiously. 
Kashimura pauses, then shakes his head. 


“| went to a private school in France that never really taught anything 
related to the Great War,” he says. “And no one else | knew really 
talked about it either. | guess | just didn’t know how big of a deal it 


” 


was. 


“Ah,” Sato winces. She’s heard about this phenomenon. Some 
schools refuse to teach anything about the Great War due to it being 
so recent or due to it being a loss for the German and French side. 
As a result, children at those schools are never made aware of what 
really happened, nor of how impactful the war was on the world. 
She’s heard that it helps push propaganda onto the children as well. 


Still, Sato herself has never really come across anyone who is 
genuinely oblivious towards the Great War. In Japan, at least, every 
single kid grows up on stories of the War, on food and recipes from 
wartime, on technology made during the War. In a lot of ways, the 
Great War is inescapable. 


But, she remembers, Kashimura is mostly French, despite his name. 
His bright orange hair and sky blue eyes are constant reminders of 
that fact. Maybe they don’t harp on the War as much in France. 


...Maybe France, like a lot of the rest of the world, wants to forget. 


It’s kind of funny, Sato thinks. Tsushima probably hadn’t heard much 
about the war either, coming from as rural an area as he does. It’s 
showing now, with how focused he is on one of the most basic books 
on Great War history. 


Sato hadn't realized it up to this point, but Tsushima is actually kind 
of a good student. It’s easy to look past it, what with his art 
shenanigans, messy uniform, and constant antics towards 
Kashimura, but it’s clear now that under it all, he’s as good a student 
as any of the rest of them. Honestly, Sato thinks, his single minded 
focus is something that she wishes she had. 


Sato turns back to her own work, but keeps an eye on Kashimura 
and Tsushima. She wants to know if they’re just as shameless while 


they're properly working. 


Sure enough, it’s not even five minutes later that the gross PDA 
starts. Somehow, Kashimura and Tsushima have started breathing in 
sync (something she’s not even sure they’ve noticed) and Kashimura 
is humming lowly under his breath. Usually, Sato would tell him to 
shut up, but she’s far too invested in the way that Tsushima casually 
drums his fingers against Kashimura’s arm, keeping time. Kashimura 
is practically in Tsushima’s lap at this point, one leg already slung 
over Tsushima’s thighs. 


Murata turns and stares Sato down with a deadpan look before 
scribbling something in her notebook and passing it to her. 


Looks like we’ve got some fuel for the POG squad. 


God, the POG squad. Sato kind of wants to die inside when she 
thinks about them. She hadn't expected so many people to be so 
invested in Kashimura and Tsushima’s relationship. And everyone in 
there is a maniac! Out of the corner of her eye, she can actually see 
at least two members of the POG squad watching them. It feels a bit 
like an ant under a microscope. 


POG squad is already here and watching this travesty, she scribbles 
back in the notebook. Murata snorts quietly in laughter. 


We HAVE to get them together, Sato thinks as she turns her 
attention back to Tsushima and Kashimura. They’re so close now 
that they might as well be one person. Tsushima has slung an arm 
over Kashimura, reading his book with him over his shoulder. And 
when Kashimura pinches him, Tsushima whines—an actual, honest- 
to-God whine. And it’s not even a normal whine; it’s breathy, pitchy, 
and kind of obscene. 


Sato can’t watch them anymore. She might combust if she does. 
She ducks her head into her book, trying with all her might to not 
hear the soft moans and whimpers coming from the two of them. 


They! Are! In! Public! What are they doing? 


Meanwhile, Murata is fully staring at them now with an expression of 
abject disgust. The pinching and playfighting is so clearly flirting, and 
they are so, so clearly gay. How do they not realize it? Why are they 
like this? 


And yet, Kashimura and Tsushima simply carry on, oblivious to their 
audience. They just continue kicking childishly at each other, as if it’s 
the most normal thing in the world to be hugging and cuddling a 
person you ostensibly hate. 


(Little do they know that it is normal—at least for them. The Port 
Mafia has already suffered through months of this, okay?! It’s just 
that no one can actually tell them to stop, because they’re all too 
terrified.) 


| need therapy after this, Murata thinks. She’s placing a little bet with 
herself—how long until either Kashimura or Tsushima notice her just 
staring at them? 


The answer to that, apparently, is so long that Murata just gives up. 


Fuck these guys, she thinks despairingly. Fuck them and their 
obliviousness and their obvious gayness. | want to die. 


And Sato, who is still trying so hard to focus on her work, would be 
inclined to agree. 


Fuck them! 


Honestly, Chuuya is kind of excited. After literal weeks of trying to 
gain access to the abandoned labs under the school, they've finally 


put all the pieces into place. 


They've planned this entire operation around a holiday that leads 
into a long weekend, where most students will be out of town. 
Chuuya and Dazai themselves have told the teachers that they'll be 
away, which means that they have a whole three days where no one 
will be looking for them. Three whole days to explore the abandoned 
underground portion of Shukuichi. And given how Dazai is? Chuuya 
thinks it’s probably more than enough. 


Besides, the quicker they finish this assignment, the faster they can 
return to the Port Mafia, and the less he has to pretend to be a 
perfect student. It’s starting to really grate on his nerves. Chuuya 
doesn't do well with authority—at least, authority that he hasn’t 
chosen—and it’s starting to show. The number of times Dazai has 
had to hold him back from attacking someone is honestly kind of 
embarrassing. 


Now, Chuuya is just waiting for Dazai to be done with his 
“preparations’—whatever the hell that means. 


Dazai has always been a pain to work with, but recently, it’s been 
even worse. Chuuya has always been attuned to Dazai, so he knows 
his ins and outs like the back of his hand—or at least, he thinks he 
does. Lately, Dazai has been acting funny and even less cooperative 
than usual. He keeps pulling away from Chuuya, as if he’s worried 
about Chuuya being a weakness or something. Which is possibly the 
stupidest thing ever, because Chuuya is strong and he knows it. 


Still, Dazai definitely has something on his mind, and Chuuya will be 
damned if he doesn’t find out what it is. 


Dazai is finally ready to go half an hour later, which is cutting it way 
closer to their deadline than Chuuya wants. But Dazai, despite being 
an admirable asset to the Port Mafia, is also a lazy fuck who loves to 
drag his heels on anything related to scheduling or time. At this 
point, it’s to be expected. 


A few minutes later, the two of them are standing in front of a large, 
ironclad door just off of Shukuichi’s campus. It’s recessed into the 
hillside and hidden extremely well by rocks, trees, and ivy. Clearly, 
no one has been here in years. 


This is the entrance to the underground labs that they are going to 
take. Honestly, Dazai isn’t quite sure why everything has been 
abandoned either, but he’s raring to find out. Secrets mean 
ammunition, and ammunition means safety. 


Chuuya, having been prepared for this, pushes at the iron door. 
Slowly, unsettlingly, it opens with a loud groan. The metal creaks as 
Chuuya keeps pushing at it, until there’s just enough space for one 
of them to get in. 


“You first, chibi,” Dazai says cheerfully. Chuuya throws Dazai a dark 
look, but sticks his hands in his pockets and ambles in. 


“Shit, it’s dark,” Chuuya mumbles. Dazai snorts. 
“What did you expect? Or did your hat eat your brains?” 


“Shut the fuck up, mackerel.” Chuuya fishes a flashlight out of the 
bag they had prepared and flicks it on experimentally. “Works fine. 
Where’s yours?” 


A bright light suddenly flashes on directly in Chuuya’s eyes and he 
yelps, stumbling back. Dazai doubles over with laughter, cackling. 
Chuuya shakes his head as he squeezes his eyes tightly for a 
second, trying to get the afterimage of the light out. 


“Oh, I’m so going to kill you for that,” Chuuya threatens lowly, and 
then he’s tackling Dazai onto the ground. Now Dazai is the one 
letting out an undignified screech as his back hits hard concrete. 
Chuuya’s straddling him, ass hovering right over his crotch, and all 
Dazai can think is oh God boner please not now, not now, there is 
nothing sexy about this he is about to kill me—fuck! 


Apparently the thought of Chuuya killing him, just like this, does 
absolutely nothing to calm down his raging teenage hormones. In 
fact, if anything, Little Dazai perks up a little bit at the thought. Dazai 
blames his almost-lover relationship with Death, to be honest. 


Chuuya, meanwhile, is hovering just over Dazai’s crotch area, 
shoving his shoulders down and yelling in Dazai’s face. Dazai is 
emphatically not listening, tongue stuck out as his face is turned to 
the side. He’s still trying to control his blood flow so that it goes 
anywhere but his dick, and then Chuuya tries to strangle him with his 
hands around his throat and it’s all over. Little Dazai will no longer be 
constrained by the power of thought. 


At that very moment, Chuuya drops his ass to sit directly on Dazai, 
and Dazai flushes so hard that he’s sure a ripe tomato would pale in 
comparison to him. Luckily for him, it’s still dark, and the meager light 
from the one flashlight on the ground is not enough to show how red 
his face is. 


Chuuya frowns a little, hands still on Dazai’s throat, moving his ass 
back and forth as if trying to check what it is. Dazai is pleading to 
high heaven that Chuuya will just get off—no, not like that! Get off 
his dick! Stop making him hard! 


“Do you really keep your gun there, mackerel?” Chuuya asks, and 
Dazai kind of wants to cry. “Bad place, to be honest. Your safety’s 
too sensitive, y’ know.” As if he’s trying to make a point, Chuuya 
reaches back to grasp around the bulge. 


“Chuuya,” Dazai says, voice coming out a little strangled. “That’s not 
—that’'s not my gun.” 


“Then—’ Now it’s Chuuya’s turn to flush red. He scrambles away as 
if he’s been electrocuted, shaking his hand as if to get all the Dazai 
cooties off of it. “What the fuck! Why were you—I was about to kill 
you!” 


“It's the threat of death, you know,” Dazai says as he sits up, trying 
very hard to not show how much of an effect Chuuya has on him. 
“When I’m in actual danger of dying—can't help it.” 


Also, you are very pretty and you just sat on my crotch? Like, what 
did you think was going to happen? 


But Chuuya doesn’t know any of that, and Dazai is still trying to 
convince himself that he doesn’t think that either. 


“You’re such a pervert,” Chuuya snarls. “Who gets off on almost 
dying?” 


“You would too if death kept eluding you,” Dazai says. He glances 
down at his pants. It’s still large and bulging. Fuck. Now he’s thinking 
about how nice Chuuya’s ass felt, rubbing against his dick even 
through the layers of cloth, and— 


Goddammit. They have a mission. They don't have time to be 
distracted like this, and Dazai certainly doesn’t have the time to be 
as horny as he is. He'll just jack off later. Yeah. 


(He petulantly ignores the fact that Chuuya will be around him, 
exclusively, for the next three days.) 


The walk down the many flights of stairs is a little awkward after that. 
The labs are quite deep underground, and Chuuya, being the brawn, 
leads the way. This means that Dazai has ample time to stare at 
Chuuya’s hair and his ass and the way that his muscles flex as he 
takes one sure step after another. 


Dammit. Even oxy and coke never had Dazai as fucked up as 
Chuuya does by the power of his sheer existence. 


Eventually, the two of them find themselves in a long hallway with 
doors on both sides. There are other branching hallways as well, 
leading further into the darkness. 


“We need to find the electric panel,” Chuuya mumbles. It’s the first 
thing he’s said since the whole sitting-on-Dazai’s-boner thing. 


“You're in luck, slug,” Dazai says. “It’s down right down there, in the 
corner of the hallway.” 


Impressively, the structural integrity of the entire place seems just 
fine. There are no cracks in the foundations, no leaking water, no 
shattered glass. There’s just a fine layer of dust over everything— 
hardly anything at all to most people. But Dazai and Chuuya are both 
seasoned criminals, and they know that leaving marks in the dust is 
one of the easiest ways for whatever they’re doing to be traced back 
to them. So Chuuya uses his ability to carefully swirl the dust around 
every step they take, piling it all up in a corner. 


The electric panel is large and complex, but they only need two 
things—light and the security system. It’s the work of seconds to turn 
those both on, and then the entire hallway is lit with sterile, white- 
greenish light. 


“Looks like a hospital,” Chuuya says, looking around. Indeed, the 
walls themselves are also a pristine white, and the floor is made of 
white tiling. The doors are cold steel and painted a neutral blue, and 
the lightning gives everything an off-green tint. All in all, its a 
soulless, sterile place. 


They start making their way down the hall, checking each room as 
they go. There’s a lot of offices in this part of the labs, each with 
abandoned file cabinets and pictures on old desks. Dazai rifles 
through some of them and takes a document here and there, but 
leaves them untouched for the most part. There is one room that 
looks like it might have been used for some sort of surgery, but is 
totally empty. Another room looks to be a storage area, containing 
boxes full of lab equipment, lab wear, and little vials of mysterious 
substances. 


Dazai takes the liberty of putting a tiny chalk mark under the handle 
of each room they’ve checked. As perfect as Dazai’s memory is, 


they’ve found it’s often better to let him use his big brain for other, 
more important things than remembering exactly which rooms 
they’ve already scoured. 


It becomes clearer and clearer as they keep looking that whatever it 
is they’re looking for, it’s not here. It might be down another hallway, 
or it could be on a different underground level altogether. But there’s 
no trace of any files related to Ability testing—only HR documents and 
vague financial reports. 


The other unfortunate reality is that Dazai and Chuuya have 
underestimated the sheer amount of area that they need to cover. 
The underground tunnels and hallways seem to stretch for miles on 
end—and they likely do, given the size of Shukuichi’s campus. 


By the end of the first day, the two of them are exhausted, bone- 
weary, and sick of each other. 


“| hate you,” Chuuya says grumpily. 
“Trust me, that feeling is entirely mutual,” Dazai says with a sniff. 


They're sitting on some nice, cushy couches in what seems to have 
been a break room once upon a time. Chuuya digs into the backpack 
he brought for some meat jerky and dried fruit-standard fare for 
longer missions where it’s hard to get fresh food. Dazai takes one 
look at their rations and mimes retching. Instead, he slumps over the 
couch completely, one cheek smushed against the cushions. 


“Gross,” he declares. “It’s not even fit for humans. It’s dog food. Only 
fitting that the chibinuahua would eat it-mmph!” 


Chuuya shoves an entire slice of dried mango into Dazai’s mouth, 
forcing him to shut up. The glare in his eyes is vindictive at best and 
downright vicious at worst. He keeps his palm over Dazai’s mouth, 
effectively shutting him up and keeping Dazai from spitting out the 
food like a toddler. 


“Eat,” he snaps. “I’m not having you faint on the job. You fucker.” 


Dazai chews petulantly, as if it’s the worst thing anyone’s ever done 
to him. Once or twice, he tries to bite Chuuya’s palm, but Chuuya is 
already so used to Dazai’s antics that he doesn’t even react. 


Finally, Dazai swallows the measly bite of dried mango, staring 
balefully at Chuuya all the while. Chuuya merely hums and pulls out 
an energy bar, packed full of carbs and proteins and nutrients—which 
is to say, everything that Dazai hates. 


“Noooooo,” Dazai whines, kicking his feet. “No, | don’t wanna. 
Chuuya! Bad doggie! You can’t make me!” 


“Try me,” Chuuya says threateningly, shoving half of the bar into 
Dazai’s mouth in one go. He covers Dazai’s mouth again, resulting in 
Dazai moaning and grinding his teeth on Chuuya’s palm. But Dazai 
knows from experience that Chuuya won't let go even if he bites 
through his skin, so Dazai reluctantly eats the energy bar too. 


“There, was that so bad?” Chuuya simpers. He tears into the other 
half of the energy bar, downing it in two bites. Dazai sighs 
dramatically. 


“And now I’m thirsty,” he says. 


“Good thing there’s still water running down here then,” Chuuya fires 
right back. But he pulls out a bottle of purified water anyways, 
handing it to the spoiled little brat kicking his feet on the couch. If 
anyone from the Port Mafia could see the feared Demon Prodigy 
acting like this, they wouldn't believe their eyes. But for Chuuya, it’s 
just another Tuesday. Dazai lets his childish side get the better of 
him sometimes, just sometimes, when he’s around Chuuya. 


Dazai drinks deeply, and then spits in the bottle of water. Victoriously, 
he hands it back to Chuuya. Chuuya rolls his eyes at his antics and, 
without breaking eye contact, downs the entire rest of the bottle, 
Dazai’s spit and all. No hesitation. Dazai gapes. 


“Chibi hatrack!” he gasps. “My DNA! You—you—-” 

“Dazai,” Chuuya says, now looking completely exasperated, “I have 
literally drunk your blood before. | don’t think your saliva is going to 
do anything to me.” 

But Dazai is losing it for an entirely different reason. 

An-—an indirect kiss?! 


Wait, no. Who wants to kiss such a chibified slug anyways! 


...Unfortunately for Dazai, the answer is him. He does. Dazai Osamu 
wants to kiss Nakahara Chuuya so bad it makes him look stupid. 


God! He can’t believe that Chuuya could just do that! That stupid 
Chuuya could just, could just take the bottle that Dazai had drank out 
of and spit into and just! Drink from it! Just like that! 


Didn't he know that it was basically making out? Now Dazai’s spit 
had been inside Chuuya’s mouth! It’s literally just the same as if he 
stuck his tongue into Dazai’s mouth and they had made out for five 
minutes! 


...ohit, he’s really going to go crazy if he keeps thinking about it. 
“Oi. Oi, mackerel. What is wrong with you? Hello?” 

Dazai snaps back to reality with Chuuya waving a hand in his face. 
Out of pure instinct, he bites it. Chuuya yelps in surprise and pulls 
his hand back. 

“What are you, a fucking snapping turtle? Stop biting me!” 
“Chuuya needs to stop butting in when I’m thinking then!” Dazai 


counters, fully aware of how weak his argument is. By the 
incredulous look Chuuya throws at him, he knows it too. 


“Oh, mackerel. You so weren't thinking. That was not your thinking 
face.” 


Not for the first time, Dazai curses the fact that Chuuya can read him 
so well. Who gave him the right? 


Dazai can almost feel his own lips curl into a pout without his 
permission. Chuuya takes one look at him and sighs, clearly giving 
in. 


“All right, mackerel. Keep your secrets. Let’s get some rest, and then 
we'll keep going, hmm?” 


Just like that, Chuuya shucks off his shoes and curls up into Dazai, 
who suddenly feels like he can’t breathe at all. 


Help! This isn’t standard! 


They usually sleep back to back, protecting each other. But right 
now, Chuuya is making himself at home, curling into Dazai’s chest. 
And worst of all, Dazai doesn’t want him to stop. 


Thin, muscular arms loop over Dazai’s skinny waist, squeezing him 
lightly. And then a soft head of hair tucks itself under Dazai’s chin, in 
full contact and everything (which renders Chuuya’s ability useless! 
Useless!!) and Dazai’s brain suddenly completely stops working. 


He can’t think about anything but Chuuya’s flame-red hair brushing 
his chin, Chuuya’s fingers against the small of his back, Chuuya’s 
chest pressed against his sternum, Chuuya’s legs tangled with his 
own, Chuuya Chuuya Chuuya— 


A soft snore breaks him out of his internal panic. Because while he 
had been panicking, Chuuya had been getting to sleep. And God, 
Chuuya looks so young and sweet, lying in his arms, asleep and 
vulnerable. 


It’s all a facade, of course. Dazai knows that if there’s to be any 
danger, Chuuya would be up and at their throats in less than a 
second. But it’s the illusion that matters. And it’s the way it makes his 
heart thump a little quicker. Which is crazy, because Dazai has 
known how to control his heartbeat since he was fourteen and a half, 
and he has never had trouble with it at all. Until now. 


Somehow, along the way, Chuuya has started breaking all of Dazai’s 
rules. Dazai cannot want anything, but oh, how he wants Chuuya for 
his own. Dazai cannot feel, but the way his heart is hammering gives 
away the sin of feeling-too-much by its traitorous rhythm. Dazai 
cannot care for anyone, but the way his hand lays splayed on the 
crown of Chuuya’s head is infinitely tender. 


Most of all, Dazai cannot love. And yet... 

And yet, there is Chuuya. 
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Dazai wakes up the next morning with a mouthful of red hair, drool 
on his shirt, and a solid weight crushing his lungs. His mind flies into 
a panic for a second before realizing that it’s just Chuuya, pressed 
solidly into him. It only takes another second before he resigns 
himself to his fate of being a chibi’s pillow and teddy bear. Not that 
he enjoys it or anything! It’s just that slugs are so sticky, it'd be hard 
to pry one off of himself. 


Chuuya wakes slowly, sticky and syrupy in a way that screams of his 
belief that he, somehow, is safe. Unlike almost every other morning, 
Chuuya doesn't snap awake to immediately check his surroundings. 
Instead, he shifts slowly against Dazai, babbling half-asleep 
nonsense and trying to force open his half-lidded eyes, until he gives 
up and nuzzles back in. 


“Five more minutes,” he groans. “Or hours.” 


“Small chibis do need sleep to grow,” Dazai grins, and the affection 
in his voice startles even him. Chuuya definitely picks up on it, 
because it gets him to lift his head and stare at Dazai blearily. His 
hair is all messy and half in his eyes and it’s so, so definitely-not- 
cute. Not endearing at all. 


“What’s up with you?” Chuuya asks. With one hand, he pushes 
himself up, sitting firmly on Dazai’s thighs. He yawns and Dazai can 
see his little canines, peeking over his lips. Dazai harrumphs. 


“Well, good morning to you too, hatrack! You fell asleep on me. Such 
a stinky, sticky, clingy slug. Oh, | Know! You can’t get enough of little 


old me, hmm?” 


Chuuya flushes, his cheeks starting to match his hair. Dazai wants to 
poke it and feel the softness of his skin under his own fingertips. 


“Shut—shut up!” Chuuya yells, launching himself off of Dazai. 
“You're the fuckin’ pervert!” 


“| told you,” Dazai scowls, “that was just the prospect of death. | 
would never be excited by someone like Chuuya.” 


The bickering is familiar, and Dazai is hit by a wave of relief. This is 
normal. This is just average, everyday fighting with Chuuya. There 
are no strange feelings or uncharacteristic thoughts, just the routine 
and comfort of Chuuya fighting with him like he always has. 


Briefly, Dazai wonders if being at this school has made them softer. 
They're certainly less paranoid and stressed than they had been 
before they’d come to Shukuichi. Despite it all, it’s different here. 
There’s no Mori to breathe down their necks and execute horrible, 
terribly painful punishments for the smallest of errors. There’s no 
Kouyou to keep Chuuya stern and stoic all the time, hidden under 
masks of elegance and beauty. There are no underlings looking up 
to them, watching for the slightest hint of weakness from their 
strongest members. Here, at Shukuichi, they’re simply teenagers. 
And outside of grades (which, due to Hirotsu’s preparation, are 
stellar) and their mission, they have very little to worry about. 


Dazai has always prided himself in being cold, efficient, and ruthless, 
if nothing else. He’s always thought that his pride is the most human 
thing about him. The arrogance that he wears like a jacket is the 
most truthful thing about his exterior. Yet, at this school, he doesn't 
get to have even that. Tsushima Shuuji is warm, kind, and lovable— 
all things that Dazai has never even pretended to be before this 
mission. 


The terrifying thing is that he’s starting to see some of Shuuji’s 
mannerisms in his own life. He’s softer towards Chuuya, using words 


that bark instead of bite. And though the ever-present longing for 
Death still aches in his bones like a phantom cancer, it doesn’t ache 
as deeply as it had. Even the hollowness of Dazai’s chest has been 
filled in, just a little bit. Just enough to make space for Chuuya. 


With sudden horror, Dazai realizes that he has three people he 
actually, genuinely cares about now. There’s Ango, who is nearly as 
brilliant as him. There’s Odasaku, whose kindness in the face of 
darkness has always baffled him. And now there’s Chuuya, who is 
gnawing away at another energy bar with crumbs on his lip. Dazai 
finds himself wanting to brush away those crumbs with his own 
thumb and wrap his hand around the nape of Chuuya’s neck. 


It's devastating. Dazai knows, right here and now, that he can never 
have Chuuya, not in all the ways that he wants. Chuuya is a 
distraction that will hurt their partnership and usefulness to the mafia. 
Whatever Dazai is feeling for Chuuya, it’s a weakness that will get 
them both killed. And if Mori ever finds out... 


Oh God, if Mori ever finds out, it’s over for both of them. 


So Dazai closes off his heart and swears to himself that he will not 
fall victim to this. The heart is full of folly, after all, and Dazai is no 
fool. If he cannot have Chuuya, then he will not want him at all. 


This resolution carries him all the way through the next segment of 
their exploration. Shukuichi’s underground is veritably labyrinthine, 
with what seems like a hundred and one hallways, all leading in 
different directions. Yet Chuuya, like a hound dog, is unerringly 
thorough in checking absolutely everything. It's another thing that 
Chuuya does fantastically; his thoroughness and attention to detail 
are second to none. It’s partially why he’s able to read Dazai so well 
and why his instincts are razor-sharp. Chuuya never misses 
anything. 


Even so, they still have to work through three more floors of small 
labs, officers, and other miscellaneous rooms before they find 


anything. It’s tiring work, and extremely tedious. Even Chuuya finds 
his concentration slipping after a while. 


At first glance, the fifth underground floor looks just like the other four 
above it—a sprawling maze of hallways leading to nowhere in 
particular. But this time, there’s a huge set of steel doors down the 
central hall, grand and imposing in its stature. Unlike every other 
door they've broken into, this one requires identification; in fact, it’s 
an identical ID method to the one they’d used in the headmaster’s 
office. 


One eyeball scan and passphrase later, the steel doors grind open 
with considerable effort. Slowly, one at a time, the lights flicker on, 
fluorescent and glaring. 


“Holy shit,” Chuuya breathes, staring at the huge room before them. 


This is the lab. Everything else they’d seen before had just been 
leading up to this. It's enormous, spanning the area of at least 
several warehouses. Even abandoned, everything looks sterile and 
extremely organized. Hospital curtains hang between beds and 
operating tables, as if trying to give the most minimal amount of 
privacy possible. 


“What's this...?” Chuuya strides over to one wall, where a huge 
black curtain hangs over something. With all the strength of the 
strongest martial artist the Port Mafia has to offer, he rips it off. The 
ensuing gasp startles even Dazai. 


“Chuuya?” 
But Chuuya doesn't respond, still staring straight ahead. 


Dozens, if not hundreds of cages line the wall. Some of them are 
smaller; most are larger. Most horrifyingly, there are corpses in 

nearly all of the cages in varying stages of decay. Thankfully, it’s 
been long enough that most of the corpses are more or less just 


bones, but Dazai sees more than one cage with blackened flesh and 
yellowing remains. 


There’s a retching sound, and Dazai turns around to see Chuuya 
puking into one of the many trash cans littered around. He sighs. 
Chuuya’s always been a little too sensitive to human 
experimentation and the like. Dazai is aware that it comes from his 
past, but sti//. What kind of mafioso throws up at the sight of a 
corpse? 


But for Chuuya, it’s not just a corpse. Frankly speaking, Chuuya 
doesn’t remember much before his awakening in Suribachi City. 
Sometimes, things come to him in flashes. Other times, the sight of 
specific things fills him with an inexplicable dread. Seeing the cages 
with human remains inside them hits Chuuya with a wave of such 
absolute terror that he feels like he’s choking on it. 


He can’t remember much of the lab. But, in flashes, he remembers 
being kept in a cage just like these. The dread that comes flooding 
back the moment he lays eyes on the cages isn’t just a reaction. It’s 
learned. 


That could’ve been Chuuya, had the experiments not worked out. He 
could have been abandoned in a lab just like this, left to starve and 
die from dehydration, with no one even aware that he’d died. And yet 
death had likely been the kinder option for the children that had been 
kept here. Because they had been children. None of the cages are 
big enough to hold a fully grown adult. 


He spends the next ten minutes vomiting his guts out into a trash 
bin. Three minutes in, there’s a hesitant hand on his back, 
awkwardly patting him. 


“Silly chibi,” Dazai murmurs. “Silly, dumb, little hatrack. Stupid small 
hat for brains.” 


It’s all insults, but it grounds Chuuya. At the lab, he had never been 
more than A5158. He had not been smart or dumb or silly. Even 


now, no one else says those things to him. He’s only silly and dumb 
and small to Dazai. Just Dazai. 


After a few dry heaves, Chuuya finally pulls his head out of the trash 
can. He wipes his mouth with the corner of his sleeve and sighs. 


“... That sucked,” he admits, looking away. For him, it’s a huge 
confession. Showing weakness is the quickest way to die in the 
Mafia. But Dazai already knows, so what's the harm in admitting it? 


“Better?” Dazai asks, already moving to put the curtain back up. 
“There’s nothing here; | already checked. Let’s move on.” 


For once, Chuuya is grateful that Dazai is his partner. He knows that 
Dazai likely put the curtain back up to remove all traces of them 
being here, for the sake of the mission, but it helps nonetheless. 


Now that he’s seen the cages, everything about the lab suddenly 
starts to feel eerily familiar. He spots a hospital bed and swears that 
he can see a surgeon standing next to it, dressed in a white lab coat 
with a red cap on his head. He breathes in the stench of 
formaldehyde and antiseptic and it’s like he’s been breathing it for 
his whole life, as if he has never tasted fresh air before. His steps 
falter, growing smaller and smaller as the lab and everything in it 
looms over him. 


Dazai looks over at Chuuya and knows, no matter how much he 
might try to deny it, that Chuuya is afraid. His shoulders are shrinking 
in, and he’s tiptoeing around more cautiously than Dazai has ever 
seen him do. Even his breaths are uneven, coming out in slightly 
ragged pants that speak volumes to his anxiety. 


This place is pulling all the nightmares Chuuya never remembered 

out of his head and into the open. Dazai remembers the weeks after 
the Verlaine and N incident, when Chuuya had woken up screaming 
but unable to remember anything. He remembers Chuuya’s aversion 
to large containers for a long time after that and his unwillingness to 


be inside any closed-off, cramped space. For a while, Chuuya could 
not even look at Mori when he was wearing his doctor’s coat. 


He watches Chuuya carefully as they make their way through the 
lab. There’s a lot of papers here that actually seem useful; notes and 
lab reports on Ability testing and usage, the development of Abilities, 
characteristics and traits of Ability users... 


Dazai shoves all of them in the backpack he brought. They can go 
over them more in depth later. For now, he’s actually starting to get a 
little concerned that Chuuya is on the verge of a breakdown. His 
breathing is starting to quicken and his movements are erratic, as if 
his body is fighting itself. 


But Chuuya is just trying to complete the mission. The longer he’s in 
here, the more familiar everything starts to feel in the worst way 
possible. Phantom aches zing through his body, remnants of wounds 
inflicted long ago. Old scars that he never knew the origin of start 
throbbing, as if telling him that it had happened in a place just like 
this. 


Panic starts to swirl in his head, and Chuuya moves faster. The 
quicker he can get out of here, the better. He starts almost ripping 
down the curtains, searching as efficiently and as perfunctorily as 
possible. There’s almost a haze in front of his eyes, as if he’s not 
seeing everything as it should be. The green of the tiles underneath 
him turn to teal blue instead, the hospital beds grow an inch longer, 
and the fluorescent lights spin sickeningly above him. 


He tears back another curtain, larger than the others, and is met with 
a huge, clear tank full of some sort of liquid. Inside, a clearly dead 
child floats, body preserved by the chemicals. His blond hair has 
turned white and gray under the harsh chemicals and his eyes are 
blown wide open. 


Chuuya gasps raggedly, and suddenly he’s the one in that tank, with 
wires and IV’s hooked up to him. Through the haziness of being 


submerged, he can see flashes of the scientist working on him—N. 
It's always N. 


The liquid in the tank floods his lungs, and oh god he can’t breathe, 
he can’t he can't he can’t there’s no air no air no air— 


He knows what’s coming. What always comes next. N will torture 
him, pump him full of chemicals, and when he doesn’t know up from 
down or left from right, N will lay him out and have his team run tests 
on him until he passes out. And then, sore and aching and drugged, 
he'll be thrown back into the dog cage or beaten until he bleeds. 


“Chuuya!” 


The voice is distant, quiet. Firm and demanding. Who’s Chuuya? He 
doesn’t know anyone named that. No one here has a real name. 
After all, he’s A5158 and all the scientists who work on him use 
letters instead. He tries to take another breath and it’s like the liquid 
fills his lungs entirely, choking him to death on it. He can’t breathe. 


He’s five and he’s drowning in a tank too big for him, six and he’s 
being cut open on a table, seven and they put a god in him, eight 
and he’s in the tank again, again again again again forever and ever 
and ever. 


“CHUUYA!” 


The voice is more insistent now. It keeps calling out for someone 
called Chuuya. Distantly, he thinks that whoever Chuuya is, they 
must be really lucky. To have someone call them like that, to care so 
much...aren’t they lucky? He’s just A5158, but he thinks that he’d 
like someone like that too. 


But he can’t worry about someone else now. He’s drowning 
drowning drowning in this godforsaken tank and no one is coming to 
help him. The liquid burns his lungs, yet he gulps in more like it’s his 
only lifeline. In the tank, he’s alone. Alone. Even the god in his head 
abandons him when he’s in the tank. 


In the tank, there is nothing but the fear and pain. The tank is silent 
and dark and he is all alone and please, please someone help him, 
PLEASE— 


There is something warm against his back. There is never warmth in 
the tank. Slowly, the warmth grows more and more solid, and that 
voice starts filtering in again. 


“Chuuya. You’re okay, you're fine. Breathe. Can you hear me, 
partner? Just nod if you can, okay?” 


Like a doll, he bobs his head up and down once. 


“Okay. Okay, good. Breathe with me, okay? In...and out. In...and 
out. You're doing good, chibi. You’re doing fine. Can you feel me 
touching you?” 


Slowly, he becomes aware that someone /s touching him, an arm 
around his waist, a hand against the small of his back, and a palm 
cupping his cheek. Something warm is also pressing against his 
forehead. He tries to breathe like the voice tells him to. Something 
tells him that he can trust the voice, as murky as it still is. 


“There you go. Keep breathing, slowly. Match my pace, okay? Can 
you do that for me, Chuuya?” 


He takes in a deep breath, then another and another. Gradually, the 
world starts coming back into focus, and he starts to recognize his 
own name again. He’s Nakahara Chuuya. He’s at Shukuichi 
Academy, on a mission with his bastard of a partner, Dazai Osamu. 


And Dazai’s right there, right in front of him, more gentle than 
Chuuya has ever seen him, talking to him lowly. 


“There you are, Chuuya. Are you back with me?” 


Chuuya nods slowly, mind still scattered. Dazai huffs out a sigh of 
relief. 


“That’s good. You had me worried there, slug. Keep breathing, okay? 
I'll be right back.” 


The warmth disappears and Chuuya wants to cry out for it to come 
back. He doesn’t want to be alone. But his voice is gone somehow, 
as if the words themselves are choking him. Next to him, there’s a 
rustling and thumping, and then those warm hands are back on his 
cheek and neck. 


“See? I’m right here. Don’t worry, chibi. Just breathe.” 


Chuuya sags forward against those welcoming arms, completely 
drained. It’s not the first time he’s had a panic attack, but it’s the first 
time it’s ever been this bad. He’s never had flashbacks to go with it 
before. 


Dazai, thankfully, just cradles him, humming something in that eerie 
voice of his. He doesn’t say anything else. He just lets Chuuya steal 
his warmth and lets him hide his face in his collarbones. It’s a painful 
sort of peace and quiet—this is something they only achieve when 
they’re suffering too much to keep up their usual facade. 


Dazai keeps humming, stroking Chuuya’s silky hair as he quietly 
hyperventilates into his chest. He hopes that Chuuya is too 
preoccupied to notice the way that Dazai’s own heart is hammering 
far too quickly, filled with adrenaline and fear. He wants to kick 
himself. 


He’d been watching Chuuya the whole time. How could he have not 
seen how badly Chuuya would react to something like this? 


Dazai decides then that he hates seeing Chuuya like this. Chuuya 
should be bright and fiery, full of life and violence and strength. He 
shouldn’t be shaking in Dazai’s arms like a leaf, all courage and fire 
quenched, as if someone had dumped a bucket of water on his very 
soul. 


He presses Chuuya just a little tighter to his chest. No one will know 
anyways. No matter how much Dazai gives in right now, it will be a 
secret just for the two of them. 


Every so slowly, Chuuya’s breathing evens out. He lifts his head to 
look at Dazai, eyes still blown wide with the residue of panic. Dazai 
leans down to touch Chuuya’s forehead with his own, trying to 
ground him. Chuuya is still sticky and clammy, the cold sweat from 
the panic still lingering. 


“,.. Thank you,” Chuuya rumbles, voice low and gravelly. Dazai’s 
heart beats a little faster again. Chuuya turns his head and lays his 
cheek on Dazai’s shoulder, eyes fluttering shut, clearly embarrassed. 
The two of them don’t say thank you and sorry. It’s not in their 
vocabulary. 


And yet, Chuuya had said it with only a little hesitation. Dazai has to 
physically stop himself from saying sorry | didn’t realize what was 
behind the curtain, sorry | couldn't drag you out from your head 
sooner, sorry that | couldn't help you back then. It’s all useless 
words. And yet Dazai feels like he should say them, even as 
meaningless as they are. 


Instead, he settles for a soft “you’re welcome” and drapes himself 
over Chuuya again. The pleased little sound Chuuya makes almost 
makes it all worth it. Maybe it did make it worth it. Because maybe 
Chuuya suffered, but now he’s here, willingly, in Dazai’s arms. 


It’s enough. It has to be. 

They sit there like that, Chuuya halfway in Dazai’s lap, for nearly an 
hour. Finally, when Chuuya seems to have mostly recovered, Dazai 
pulls away regretfully. 


“Leave the rest of this room to me. There’s not very much anyways.” 


That’s a lie. They've only looked through about half of the lab. But 
Dazai is feeling... something. He would normally demand for Chuuya 


to get up and help him finish the rest of the mission. But there is no 

one watching them, no real threat of dying, no pressure. And Dazai 

finds that when there isn’t any pressure on him, he actually wants to 
do some of the work. He wants the chibi to take a break. 


It’s such a foreign feeling. Dazai has never before been capable of 
care in his life. He is an empty, hollow shell of a person; he is a 
monster walking among men. He does not care about the sanctity of 
life, nor about paltry things like “feelings” and “emotions.” And yet, 
when there is no real reason for him to push Chuuya, he does not. 
He lets him take a break. 


Chuuya is thankful for it, Dazai can tell. One day, Dazai will push 
Chuuya past his limits, just for the fun of it. Luckily for Chuuya, that 
day is not today. 


But Chuuya, despite everything, is no more a damsel in distress than 
Dazai is. He pushes himself to his feet, swinging his head back and 
forth as if to shake away all those old memories. 


“This is our mission, SO we're going to complete it. I’m not gonna 
stand back and watch you fuck everything up,” he says. Dazai smiles 
privately to himself. It looks like the chibi is feeling better already. 
After all, he’s always had enough strength to rival a hundred suns. 


Still, he remains much more alert for the rest of their investigation. It 
wouldn't do to have Chuuya fly into another panic attack when Dazai 
could easily prevent it. He keeps himself just two steps behind 
Chuuya, watching for even the slightest hint that something is even 
more wrong than usual. 


Ah, but Chuuya is a little mafioso through and through. He’s tense 
the entire time, but he stands straight and proud, as if daring the lab 
to make his nightmares come back to life. Even in the face of 
memories he barely has, Chuuya burns brightly, setting fire to the 
ashes of his past. 


Privately, Dazai thinks that this is how it should be. After all, what are 
ghosts and mirages in the face of a god? 


They work through the rest of the lab quickly, picking through desks 
and drawers. Towards the very back of the lab, there’s a long row of 
file cabinets, depressingly gray and made of incredibly strong metal. 
It takes Dazai all of two seconds to pick the locks on the cabinets. 


The very first drawer they open is like a gold mine all by itself. 
Hundreds of pages of documents, detailing the exact experiments 
and methodology performed here, government names, a list of lab 
equipment and personnel...it’s all there. Then they move on to the 
second drawer, and the third, and the fourth. Every single one seems 
to hold invaluable information and records. Which begs the 
question— 


“What happened here?” Chuuya asks. “Why was everything left here 
in perfect condition? It’s like they just left work one day and never 
came back.” 


Dazai is wondering the same thing, but he would never let Chuuya 
know that he’s smart enough to have the same questions as Dazai. 


“Could be a sudden shutdown,” Dazai muses. It’s not unheard of for 
government projects to get canceled overnight, with everything 
simply left behind overnight. 


“But even in those cases, they usually take at least some records 
with them, or they clean out the place. This stuff has just been /eft 
here.” 


“It makes some sense though,” Dazai says. “There aren’t many 
places in the country more secure than Shukuichi Academy. It was 
even a pain for us to infiltrate. So perhaps they simply thought that 
everything was safer here.” 


“Or...” Chuuya pauses, then shakes his head. “Never mind. That’s 
doubtful. The real question is, how are we going to get all this back 


to the Mafia? There’s way too much for us to carry.” 

“We'll have to treat it like a shipment,” Dazai says. “You have to use 
Tainted to lift this entire thing up, and then we need Mafia backup to 
come pick it up.” 


“That’s risky,” Chuuya says. “The entrance to this place is too close 
to the school for a huge truck to come pick things up.” 


Dazai rolls his eyes. 

“ Obviously we aren't going to be using our shipment trucks. But if 
we can put this entire thing at the upper entrance to the labs, we can 
have our Ability user with the spatial Ability get it.” 


“| don’t trust them,” Chuuya says immediately. Dazai scoffs. 


“Of course not. That’s why we're going to accompany them back to 
headquarters.” 


“We still need to sort everything first.” 

Dazai pauses, then sighs. 

“All of this is already sorted, ne chibi?” 

Chuuya rolls his eyes at Dazai and crosses his arms over his chest. 
“You know what Mori is like, Dazai. We can’t just dump a metric ton 
of documents on him. He’ll want a report, know exactly what is 
where, and have us report to him exactly what we found.” 

“That’s definitely what the rest of the time is for,” Dazai mutters. 
“There’s no way Mori thought it would take us more than a few 
weeks to break in and get this. That means he wants us to actually 


read through everything and parse it.” 


“We have to read all of it?” Chuuya yells. He had assumed that they 
needed to sort the files and pick out the unimportant papers, but 


reading all of it? 


“If | Know anything about Mori...| definitely know this is what he 
wants from us,” Dazai sighs. 


“| hate him so much,” Chuuya grinds out as he takes another look at 
the amount of files there are. Ten cabinets, each twice as tall as him 
and twice as wide, all filled to the brim with papers. “How in the world 
are we meant to finish reading all of this in two months?” 


“Better get started then,” Dazai says grimly, taking out the contents 
of a single drawer. It’s enough to have him grunting under the 
weight, and Chuuya swears under his breath. 


“Motherfucker,” he says with feeling. And then, like the good little 
lapdog he is, he copies Dazai and plops down to read. 


The reports are /ong, they quickly find out. Many of the papers are 
just daily records of experiments, with very little changing from day to 
day. It’s also all written in scientific jargon that Chuuya can’t quite 
wrap his head around. Dazai seems to be having a little more luck 
with the whole thing, but then again, Dazai is Mori's perfect little 
protege. There's very little in the medical field that he doesn’t know, 
and that knowledge often extends to other branches of science as 
well. 


As the hours tick by slowly, Chuuya finds himself losing track of time. 
The problem with underground labs, he thinks, is that there isn’t any 
sunlight. He can't tell what time it is at all, nor how long the two of 
them have been here, reading and sorting through documents like 
some kind of bullied archivists. The names and numbers on the 
pages start to blur together like gray sludge, sloshing around 
uselessly in his brain. 


Finally fed up, he slams a stack of papers to the ground. 


“| can't do this,” he declares. “This is more paperwork than I’ve ever 
done in my whole life.” 


Dazai glances up at him, nonplussed, and then turns back to his 
papers. Without even looking, he reaches out a long arm and pulls 
Chuuya right back down. 


“Sit down and read, slug,” he says, eyes never leaving the 
documents. Chuuya blinks up at him, now sprawled on the floor 
awkwardly. 


“lam taking a nap,” Chuuya says hotly, “and you are not going to 
stop me.” 


“Or what, slug?” 
“Or I'll kick your fucking teeth in, that’s what!” 


Satisfied, Chuuya tries to get comfortable on the ground. 
Unfortunately for him, the ground is cold and hard, and nothing he 
does makes it more pleasant to lay on. He turns back and forth for a 
little while, experimenting with positions so that he can find the one 
that’s least likely to give him muscle aches when he wakes up. 


There’s a loud, exasperated groan from Dazai, and the next thing 
Chuuya knows, he’s being pulled forward so that his head is resting 
on Dazai’s lap. Another soft swish of fabric and he’s covered in 
Dazai’s too-large mafia coat, still warm from being worn around 
Dazai’s shoulders. 


“Then sleep,” Dazai says victoriously, as if he hadn’t just pulled his 
mortal enemy into his lap. In a small act of pettiness (because he 
can’t have the hatrack thinking he actually likes him), he puts the 
papers he’s reading on top of Chuuya’s head as a makeshift desk. 
Surprisingly, Chuuya doesn’t complain at all. 


“Your thighs are bony,” Chuuya mumbles, eyes closed. Dazai shoots 
him a dirty look. 


“?’m sorry, not all of us can have the musculature of a microscopic 
Greek god,” Dazai says snippily. Chuuya’s lips drift into a smile. 


“You think | look like a Greek god?” 
“Wha-no! Obviously not! Just go to sleep!” 


“Y’should eat more, mackerel,” Chuuya murmurs, now fully on the 
way to being properly asleep. “I'll make you eat...even if | have to 
force feed you...you're not a good pillow like this...” 


“Didn’t want to be your pillow anyways,” Dazai sniffs. But they both 
know that’s a lie. Because if Dazai didn’t want Chuuya to be laying 
on him like he is, Dazai would have pushed him off long ago. And he 
certainly wouldn't have pulled him down in the first place. 


But words have never come easy to the two of them. That’s why they 
communicate in every other way, why they can read each other’s 
body language like it’s instinct. Chuuya trusts Dazai and is 
comfortable around him, the stupid dog. And Dazai trusts Chuuya 
too, however begrudgingly, and doesn't make a move to kill him 
even as vulnerable as he is. For the two of them, those things say 
more than words ever will. 


It’s just as Mori once told them, after a mission that had nearly failed 
because they couldn't bring themselves to put their faith in the other 
person. 


“If you are to be soukoku, if you are to be the twin flames of hell that 
welcome your opponents into the afterlife, then you must share a 
soul as well. You are nothing without your trust in each other.” 


When Dazai had first heard those words, he’d nearly puked. He had 
always been something, someone without the input or help of 
another person. Yet hearing Mori, who had taken him in, who put him 
on a higher pedestal than anyone else, tell him that he’s nothing 
without Chuuya? It had shaken him up badly. 


Now, he thinks it’s true. Dazai Osamu is really nothing without 
Chuuya, nothing at all. Dazai is an empty excuse for a human being, 
more monster than human. It’s only by virtue of Chuuya’s trust in him 


that he’s anything more than that. It's Chuuya who shares that flame 
of humanity with him, who is fiercely human enough for the both of 
them, who makes Dazai into something more than just a void. 


Death has always been Dazai’s greatest wish. It’s his almost-lover, 
and he yearns for it the same way Romeo yearns for Juliet, knowing 
that they can never be together. But if Death is Dazai’s Juliet, then 
Chuuya is his Romeo, and Dazai can never leave either of them. 


“How curious,” Dazai whispers into nothing. Chuuya’s fast asleep on 
his lap, dead to the world. “For the first time...| long for something 
other than Death.” 


Faintly, he brushes his fingertips over Chuuya’s hair. It's coppery and 
bright, even washed out as it is by the sterile lab lights. Like 
everything else about Chuuya, it seems to be made to draw attention 
despite all efforts not to. And Dazai—oh, Dazai is drawn to Chuuya 
like a moth to a flame. 


For the first time in his life, Dazai looks at Chuuya’s lips and allows 
himself to wonder what it would be like to kiss him, to devour him 
from the inside out until neither of them can tell where Dazai ends 
and Chuuya begins. He thinks he’d love to fold Chuuya inside his 
ribcage, have him fill the blank space of his heart, make a shrine to 
him inside his chest. He thinks about when Chuuya fights, violent 
and bright and bloody, lips smeared with blood. 


Dazai looks down at his bandaged wrists and wonders if he could 
lick his own blood from Chuuya’s lips. Maybe one day, he could try. 
Maybe. If Chuuya ever lets him kiss him. 

Chapter End Notes 


Chuuya has a bit of bad time here, hehe~ 
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Sato comes back from the long weekend feeling utterly refreshed. 
Shukuichi is hard, man. At school, she’s always studying, always 

preparing for her classes. She hasn't had a break since semester 
started! So really, this break had been a godsend. 


Granted, she’d spent most of it catching up on sleep. At Shukuichi, 
there’s a saying that there are three S’s—study, social, and sleep—and 
as a student, you can only pick two out of the three. Sato, much like 
everyone else in her class, picks studying and socialization. There's 
at least some grain of truth to the saying, because Sato is honestly 
lucky to get six hours of sleep. Most days, she survives on four or 
five. 


She hadn't realized how utterly exhausted she’d been until she had 
the time to rest. But now she’s refreshed, energized, and ready to 
run a club. 


The POG squad had been very active over the long weekend. No 
schoolwork meant that there had been a lot of time to focus on 
extracurriculars, and members took it very seriously. Sato’s email is 
absolutely flooded with plans, charts, diagrams, and drawings, all of 
them containing some methodology or other to get Tsushima and 
Shuuji together. 


Speaking of the two of them... 


Sato squints hard at them as they walk out of the elevator. The two 
boys look distinctly unrested, as opposed to the rest of the student 
body, who all have a fresh pep in their step. But Kashimura looks like 
he’s about to fall asleep standing, and Tsushima has circles under 
his eyes so dark that she’d think they were painted on. 


“My God,” she says, walking up to you. “What happened to the two 
of you? Why are you so exhausted?” 


“Caught up on history reading,” Kashimura yawns, stretching his 
arms over his head. His jacket rides up just a little bit, exposing a 
sliver of skin—aaaaaaaand Sato’s not going to go there. “Figured 
since | was so behind on the Great War, | needed to catch up and do 
some extra studying.” 


“Same,” Tsushima says glumly. “And then | needed to paint 
something, of course; can’t have my talent wasting away, after all.” 
He picks at a piece of paint on his sleeve and then looks up at her, 
eyes bleary and half-focused. 


“You guys need some sleep,” Sato says. “Holy crap. You’re going to 
pass out in class at this rate!” 


“| won't,” Kashimura says, but he’s already drooping forwards. Sato 
frowns. This simply won't do! Shukuichi punishments for falling 
asleep in class are harsh, and no matter what, she doesn’t want to 
see the two of them punished. 


“We have a study period next,” she says. “We can get the group 
together and you guys can nap while we work on the project a little 
bit.” 


“Heart of gold, Sato, heart of gold.” Murata had sidled up behind 
them, surveying Tsushima and Kashimura with the same curiosity as 
a scientist studying a fascinating specimen. “How’ve you two 
managed to not sleep at all?” 


“You try learning the entire history, implications, and ramifications of 
the most significant war in the last two centuries,” Kashimura 
grumbles. “Now | can name every battle ever fought in the Great 
War. There was the Battle of Nice, the Berlin Insurrection, the 
Normandy Invasion...” 


Kashimura continues listing off battles and skirmishes listlessly while 
Murata and Sato glance at each other. 


“You’ve—well, you’ve taken it a bit far, haven’t you?” Murata says 
hesitantly. 


“Have we?” Tsushima says. “Because now | think we have the most 
knowledge on the Great War of anyone in our class. So it’s worth it.” 


And ugh, Sato hates to agree with them when they’re so clearly past 
their limits, but it’s true. At Shukuichi, any edge, however small, is 
worth the effort put into it. And if the way Kashimura is mumbling 
facts is anything to go by, they really have learned the entire history 
of the Great War. Likely, they won’t even need to read too much 
more-or at least they'll know where to look. 


“Also learned about Project S. It was apparently the sister project to 
Project A,” Tsushima says. “My uncle, who works for the 
government, was talking about how he didn't like that it was public 
knowledge now...but | spose we have another angle.” He rifles 
through his school bag for a minute before drawing out a small sheaf 
of papers and hands it to Sato. 


Sato quickly flips through the packet, skimming over the notes. 
Project S had been released to the public only half a year ago in 
conjunction with Project A. Honestly, it seems like Project S had 
been released because Project A had been exposed. 


There aren't that many details in the file, but it focuses heavily on 
Ability research. From what Sato can gather, it’s all about 
researching how Abilities work, are developed, and what type would 
be most suitable as an artificial Ability. But she’s disappointed to find 
that on the last page, the results are marked inconclusive. 


“So they figured out...nothing,” Murata surmises, reading over her 
shoulder. “The government's great at this, really.” 


“Or they figured it out and they just didn’t tell anyone that they did,” 
Tsushima says. “I think that’s a real possibility.” 


“You're starting to sound like Takeda,” Murata says blandly. “Ability 
research is basically impossible anyways. They’re too 
unpredictable.” 


“But Black No. 12 and Project A both existed,” Kashimura says. “So 
they figured something out.” 


“Where are you going with this?” Sato asks. Kashimura grins. 


“Sato, listen. If we can do a report that doubles as new historical 
research, that may revolutionize the way that we think about 
Abilities...” 


“Then we’re guaranteed to win,” Murata breathes. “God, that’s 
brilliant. If we can just find what those experiments figured out...” 


“How in the world are we going to do that?” Sato says, ever the 
pragmatist. “It’s not like we can just demand that the government 
release all their files on Project S.” 


“We need to look at Project A,” Kashimura says. “All the work that 
was done on Project A was likely a result of the research done on 
Project S.” 


There’s an awkward silence then. Sato had meant to say something, 
but the cold look that Tsushima is giving Kashimura stops her in her 
tracks. 


“...Or we can just look into the connections between the experiments 
in Germany, the ones in France, Project S, and Project A,” 
Kashimura gives. He looks kind of grouchy about it, but the glare in 
Tsushima’s eyes lessens, and really, that’s all that matters. 


Sato still stands by her opinion that Tsushima is terrifying, even if no 
one else agrees with her. They all think he’s too bubbly and puppy- 


like, or he’s too artsy-fartsy and optimistic. But Sato is absolutely 
certain that there’s more than meets the eye with him. She just 
doesn't want to prove it. Honestly, Sato could live the rest of her life 
happy if she never had to deal with an upset Tsushima. 


She spends most of study period just watching Tsushima out of the 
corner of her eye. Something about him just really pricks at her, but 
she can’t figure out what it is. He and Kashimura don’t even sleep 
during the study period; they work alongside them just as is. But 
they’re both definitely dead on their feet, and Sato is legitimately 
getting worried that they’re going to pass out in class. 


Kashimura and Tsushima absolutely luck out for the next class, 
however. Their usual Japanese Lit teacher isn’t there, and instead 
there’s a substitute—an old, gray-haired man with a monocle over 
one eye. 


Surprisingly enough, the two of them look more awake and alert now 
than they had moments prior. Kashimura no longer looks like he’s 
about two seconds away from faceplanting into his textbook, instead 
perking up like he’s just been watered. Even Tsushima’s eyebags 
have magically shrunk in size somehow. 


Oh no, Sato thinks. Our sub is a silver fox. And he’s hunting down 
our two rabbits! 


This is such critical information that Sato almost falls off of her chair 
trying to pass a sneaky note to Murata. Murata takes one look at the 
note and immediately closes it. Then she scribbles over it in black 
marker before tearing it to pieces, tucking away the scraps into a 
baggie. The message is clear. 


Are you fucking stupid, Sato? These bitches won’t even admit their 
feelings to each other, and you think they’re both crushing on our 
substitute teacher? 


...Well, Murata might have a bit of a point. Even so, Sato is sure 
something is up with Tsushima and Kashimura. That cold, dead 


emptiness is back in Tsushima’s eyes—never a good sign—and 
Kashimura is suddenly sitting ramrod straight with perfect posture 
and unwavering focus. It’s strange. 


But if they’re not into the teacher, then what could it be? 


This question persists throughout the rest of the lecture, during 
which both Tsushima and Kashimura sit perfectly still, unmoving. 
Scratch that—Sato’s definitely more concerned about Tsushima. 
Usually, the guy can’t go five minutes without moving or bothering 
Kashimura. 


A note flops on her desk, and she hurriedly opens it up. It’s from 
Murata, and it simply reads: 


I think you might have a point. 


Ha! Take that! Sato doesn’t often score points over Murata, but when 
she does, it tastes like sweet, sweet victory. 


Then she sobers up quickly when she realizes what the implications 
are for the POG Squad and all their plans of getting their two 
oblivious classmates together. Because if these two dumb dickwads 
suddenly think they have a crush on someone else and not each 
other... 


Sato sighs mournfully as she watches all of her sweet, sweet free 
time fly out the window. 


Then her eyes slide over Kashimura’s figure one more time 
(because she’s weak, okay, it just happens) and her entire being 
freezes. 


ls that...is that! 


There, nestled innocently among the back of Kashimura’s flaming 
locks, is a pink barrette. A very familiar pink barrette whose identical 
counterparts are currently adorning a certain brunet’s head. 


How has she not noticed until now? Kashimura is wearing 
Tsushima’s precious pink barrettes in his hair! 


In her defense, the orange of his hair is somehow actually quite good 
at disguising the pink of the hair clip. But now that she’s seen it, she 
can't unsee it. The barrette sits there innocently, as if taunting her. 


How! How could the two of them be sharing something as intimate 
as hair accessories and still not be together yet? If Sato had any 
doubts before that the two of them are completely whipped for each 
other, it all vanishes like smoke now. There’s no way, absolutely no 
way, that they’re not totally smitten with each other. 


Sato passes back a note to Murata that only reads HAIR CLIP 
underlined three times. Murata takes a quick glance at Kashimura 
and grimaces. She scribbles something back and flicks the piece of 
paper to Sato when the teacher isn’t looking. 


Then why are they staring so intently at the substitute teacher? 


Honestly, Sato is kind of wondering the same thing. Kashimura and 
Tsushima have never been bad students, per se—Shukuichi is far too 
competitive for that—but they’ve never taken such an intense interest 
in the teacher before. Not even in physics, Kashimura’s best subject, 
where he debates theory with Kondo-sensei on the daily. What 
makes this teacher different? Maybe they’re trying to have a good 
impression on him because he’s only with them for a day? 


Sato’s thinking herself in circles. She knows it. She takes another 
good look at their sub. He’s older, probably around sixty or seventy, 
with a full head of gray hair. Like all their substitute teachers, he 
wears a green cape instead of the normal blue one that the rest of 
their professors wear. His voice is steady and clear; perfect for 
lecturing. All in all, he’s exactly the type of teacher that Sato has 
come to expect at Shukuichi. Nothing really stands out about him. 


But then she catches sight of his hands. He’s wearing black gloves, 
so they’re mostly covered up, but now and again there’s a flash of 


the wrist area. And she can see a scar—a huge, knotted scar— 
peeking in and out of his sleeve. 


Now that’s something. Sato is perhaps a little sheltered, but she 
knows that you don’t get scars like that every day. Maybe Tsushima 
and Kashimura had picked up on it and now they’re scared? She 
guesses that if she’d seen the entirety of that scar, she might be 
scared too. 


The ringing of the school bell shakes her out of her thoughts. 
Belatedly, she realizes that she’s hardly taken any notes this period— 
again. It’s been recurrent lately; she gets so distracted by Kashimura 
and Tsushima and all of their drama that she spends all her time 
thinking about them instead of focusing on class. She'll have to ask 
Murata for her notes again. 


“Kashimura-san, Tsushima-san. A word, please. Your regular teacher 
asked me to pass along some information for you.” The substitute 
teacher taps a stack of papers on his desk. “The rest of you are 
dismissed.” 


Sato hurries out of the classroom, Murata hot on her heels, and she 
knows they’re both going to the same place: the POG Squad 
meeting room. 


“Hirotsu,” Dazai drawls, lounging on one of the desks. “What’s the 
occasion?” 


Hirotsu glances over the room one more time, as if ensuring no 
one’s there. Of course there isn’t; all the students have filtered out 
already, and both Dazai and Chuuya have ensured that there aren't 
any cameras around. 


“Dazai-san, Chuuya-san,” he nods to them both. Chuuya yawns, 
eyes fluttering a little. 


“Make it quick, gramps,” he says, eyes fluttering. The smoky tang 
that always follows Hirotsu around (a byproduct of his chain smoking 
habits) makes Chuuya even sleepier. God, Chuuya misses smoking. 
He vehemently denies that he’s any sort of addict, but he’s gotten in 
the habit of smoking when he’s stressed. And the past couple of 
months with Dazai have been stressful indeed. 


Hirotsu nods, handing both of them a dossier. It’s stamped with the 
familiar Port Mafia emblem, marked with a large “SUB-EXECUTIVE 
PRIVILEGE ONLY.” Most of their missions, at this point, are 
executive or sub-executive clearance. Occasionally, they'll receive a 
mission with clearance so high that only Mori knows the details, like 
their current mission at Shukuichi. But everything that soukoku does 
has some form of secrecy attached to it. 


“A masquerade? Again?” Chuuya groans. He hates fancy dances 
and all the shit that comes with it. Granted, he likes using Kouyou’s 
lessons to their best effect and creating a jaw-dropping image, but 
everything else that comes with it—the socializing, the slow dances, 
the careful wordsmithing—is exhausting. 


“We've received intel that most large underground organizations are 
sending representatives. It would be bad form for the Port Mafia to 
not attend. In order to protect everyone's identity and uphold a 
ceasefire, this will be a masquerade. You, of course, will be 
attending as the Demon Prodigy and the Crimson Harbinger.” 


It's a funny thing, the way the underground works. Titles that you 
never decided on suddenly become your identity and persona. Dazai 
had been titled the Demon Prodigy out of fear and awe, from the 
whispers around the lower ranks of the mafia. But Chuuya’s title, the 
Crimson Harbinger, had come from their enemies. There’s a saying 
in underground circles: If you must anger someone, anger anyone 
but the Crimson Harbinger. Because if you draw his ire, he will come 
for you, and he will bring with him the fires of hell itself. 


But it stuck. Somewhere along the way, from gasped “ Someone’s 
coming! Oh God, | can see a crimson glow—heughk!” to “That’s him, 
that’s the Crimson Harbinger! RUN!”, Chuuya has become known for 
his fighting prowess under that alias. 


Dazai's Demon Prodigy title, of course, comes from the shadows. 
The Demon Prodigy is a mysterious figure that very few people have 
ever seen. No one knows his true identity. Yet they all know that if 
something suddenly goes wrong, or the Port Mafia somehow gains a 
new asset they should never have been in the running for, it’s due to 
the actions of the Demon Prodigy. 


And yet, despite their fearsome reputations in the underground, no 
one has ever thought that Soukoku might be composed of the two of 
them. Most just think that Soukoku is an entirely separate entity, 
another person who is yet another ace up the Port Mafia’s sleeve. 


Both Chuuya and Dazai understand the importance of this 
masquerade. More than anything, it’s a place for negotiations. 
Underground organizations that would otherwise never have the 
chance to meet with each other are all shoved in the same room for 
just one night. Higher ups from every yakuza group and upstart gang 
across the country will be in attendance, making it an extremely 
high-profile event—and also an extraordinarily dangerous one. 


Because aside from the fact that anyone there could and would likely 
kill them, given the chance, the sheer presence of all these 
extremely powerful people together demands attention. And 
attention is always given in the form of kidnappings, bomb threats, 
and other methods to either capture a high-profile target or wipe out 
a large amount of the criminal underbelly in one fell swoop. 


Going is a risk. But Hirotsu is right. If the two of them don't go, the 
Port Mafia will lose far more. 


That evening, the shared bathroom is a complete mess. Chuuya 
requires at least three hours to do his hair and his skincare regimen 
before temporarily coloring his hair and putting in contacts. Dazai is 


hopeless at such things and needs Chuuya’s help at every turn. That 
leads them to where they are now—an hour out from departure, and 
Dazai still hasn't gotten dressed. 


“Chuuya!” Dazai whines, tie dangling limply from around his neck. 
“Help. Heeeeeelp.” 


Chuuya looks up in the mirror from where he’d been doing his 
perfect eyeliner and scowls deeply. Dazai has somehow managed to 
fluff up only half his hair, with the other half lying limp and dead 
against his scalp. His cheeks are slightly pinker than normal, 
evidence of him trying to put on makeup and then furiously rubbing it 
all off when it came out wrong. 


“Get dressed first,” Chuuya snaps. He goes back to carefully 
applying shadows and contours over his face, trying to give himself a 
more chiseled, masculine look as opposed to his normal elfin 
features. 


Chuuya’s outfit is kind of outrageous. It’s a play on his normal mafia 
wear, with a kimono and hakaman instead of a suit and tie. The 
hakama does one very important thing—cover up Chuuya’s feet so 
that he can walk on (very) tall platforms. It adds a whole four inches 
to his height. His hat is also obnoxiously large, giving him nearly 
another six inches in apparent height. Because despite it all, 
Chuuya’s short and the Crimson Harbinger is supposed to be tall 
and intimidating. 


Personally, Dazai thinks Chuuya is at his most intimidating when it’s 
just him, head bare and feet in sneakers, single-handedly 
demolishing an entire army. There is something so terrifying about 
seeing someone so small rush forth at the speed of light, raining 
down destruction around him. Chuuya’s intimidating when he’s 
surging forth, totally fearless and maniacally laughing, ready to 
annihilate the enemy. He doesn’t need fall shoes or a big hat to 
make him look larger than life—he already is. 


But Chuuya doesn’t see it that way. Like it or not, Chuuya knows that 
he’s below average height, even if he is still growing. And whoever 
has heard of a short god of destruction? So whenever he goes to 
official functions as himself, he does his best to maximize his height 
as much as possible. And he does his makeup to make his jawline 
harder, the angles of his face harsher, and his eyes sharper, all to 
add to the overall effect. 


Dazai, meanwhile, is struggling limply just to get his sash tied 
correctly. Unlike Chuuya, who had opted for mostly traditional garb 
with a dash of modern fashion, Dazai’s clothes are nearly all modern 
with a few traditional accents. And, like a bad parody of what the 
Demon Prodigy is supposed to be, everything he’s wearing is black. 


Finally, after Chuuya is completely finished, he turns to see Dazai 
still haphazardly trying to put on the most basic parts of his outfit. 


“Come here,” he snaps, and Dazai lurches forward obediently, 
sleeve still trailing uselessly behind him. “How—are you-this 
incompetent—you utter—nincompoop-there!” With a huff, Chuuya 
starts patting down and straightening all of Dazai’s clothes. Dazai 
just stands there, still as a scarecrow, as if he’s afraid to move. 
Chuuya grabs his arm and guides it through the correct slit before 
tying a perfect knot to keep it together. 


This close, Dazai can count every one of Chuuya’s freckles. 
Somehow, he’s glad that he hadn't covered them up. In the past, 
Chuuya had always put enough concealer over his face to 
completely hide his freckles, claiming that they were imperfections 
that took away from his perfect image. But Dazai has always thought 
the opposite. Looking down now, seeing the way freckles dot the 
pale, creamy skin in shades of strawberry and chocolate, he 
wonders how Chuuya ever thought they were ugly. 


Unconsciously, he brings a hand up, as if to touch him. But Chuuya 
immediately slaps his hand away. 


“| just finished my makeup,” he warns. “Touch it and I'll break every 
finger you have, one by one.” 


“Chibi’s such a brute,” he murmurs, and he can feel the heat of 
Chuuya’s hands tighten a little against him at the words. 


“You’re hopeless,” Chuuya mutters, yanking him forward to wrangle 
his tie into a perfect Eldredge knot. His brow is furrowed as he 
concentrates, the pink of his tongue just showing through his teeth, 
and Dazai wants to bite. 


Like every other thought he’s had about Chuuya in the past few 
days, it’s sudden and overwhelming. The sheer want, a thrumming in 
his veins that he’s never felt before, is terrifying. 


Because here Chuuya is, standing on his tippy toes, tying a 
complicated knot around Dazai’s neck, and Dazai thinks he’s never 
seen anything cuter. Not for the first time, he silently thanks whatever 
higher power there might be for their height difference. Because 
honestly, as much as he makes fun of Chuuya for being so short, it’s 
nice too. He’s the perfect height for teasing, for hugging and 

pressing his face into Dazai’s chest, and even for cuddling. 


Then Chuuya pushes him down onto a chair and throws a plastic 
sheet over Dazai’s head, leaving him sputtering. 


“Chuuya! What is this?” he whines. Chuuya shoots him a grim look. 


“A protective sheet so that we don’t get makeup on your nice 
clothes,” he growls. Dazai sighs. Right. They’re going to a formal 
event. Even the slightest hint of messiness will reflect poorly on the 
Port Mafia. 


Chuuya comes over with his makeup bag, full of everything needed 
to transform either of them into whatever they need to be fora 
mission. It’s been a long held tradition of theirs that Chuuya will do 
both their makeup, partially due to him being trained extensively by 
Kouyou (the master of all things beauty and disguise) and partially 


due to Dazai’s own inability and unwillingness to learn anything he 
deems unnecessary. Of course, Chuuya would argue that makeup is 
even more necessary for Dazai than it is for him because he often 
needs to cover up scars, but by the time he’d brought it up to Dazai, 
they’d already settled into their routine. 


Like every other time he does Dazai’s makeup, he settles right onto 
Dazai’s lap, straddling his thighs. Dazai’s never thought about it 
before, but fuck, this could be an awkward position. Chuuya clearly 
doesn't think anything is out of the ordinary, because he just orders 
Dazai to close his eyes before wiping his face down. 


“You never fucking wash your face. How the hell do you not have, 
like, cystic acne?” 


“Good genetics,” Dazai says, because he really can’t think about 
anything else right now other than Chuuya’s powerful thighs 
squeezing his own lightly. Chuuya scoffs lightly. 


It’s strange, Dazai thinks. Chuuya is unbearably powerful, irrationally 
angry, and uncontrollably violent. Yet here, carefully brushing 
makeup onto Dazai’s face, he’s gentler than anything else Dazai has 
ever felt, touches soft and careful. Dazai is willing to bet good money 
that this side of Chuuya—the quiet, gentle side that is careful and 
thorough with everything he does-is a side that only he has the 
privilege to see. All everyone else sees is a monster of martial arts, 
someone who's strong enough to take down an entire army by 
himself. 


But in this moment, with Chuuya carefully painting his eyes with liner 
and brushing away his imperfections, bit by bit, he wonders how 
anyone thinks that’s all there is to Chuuya. 


Gentle hands touch the bandages at his neck, and if it had been 
anyone else, Dazai would have slit their throat. But because it’s 
Chuuya, Dazai simply tilts his head back a little bit, giving Chuuya 
easier access. 


He can’t wear as many bandages to formal events, so they 
compromise by hiding the worst of the scarring with what few 
bandages he /s allowed to wear, along with using a high collar to 
cover most of it. What’s left is covered up with makeup, which is 
what Chuuya does now, unraveling the strips of fabric at his throat 
until Daza is left bare. 


Chuuya’s one of two people alive who’s seen what’s under all the 
bandages. The other is Mori, and that had never been by choice. But 
Chuuya seeing everything had never been anything but Dazai’s 
choice, however unwilling he had been at first. Dazai knows it’s ugly, 
knows it’s borderline monstrous, what he’s done to himself. Yet 
Chuuya has never treated his scars with anything other than respect 
and acceptance. 


Chuuya’s fingers tap against the side of his neck gently, beating out 
a rhythm that says thank you. It’s all he says, but Dazai can hear the 
unspoken, untapped words. 


Thank you for being vulnerable. For trusting me today. For letting me 
take off your bandages and see what's beneath. 


The touch of Chuuya’s brushes and fingers are so delicate that 
they’re like a sparrow, fleeting and light. Dazai has never liked 
makeup or doing makeup, but he doesn’t mind so long as Chuuya’s 
the one doing it for him. 


It doesn’t take Chuuya long to paint and cover up all of Dazai’s ugly 
scarring, and then he takes a fresh roll of bandages to wrap up the 
base of Dazai’s neck. And if Chuuya is one of two people in the 
world who’s seen what’s under Dazai’s bandages, then Chuuya is 
the only person that Dazai trusts to put them back on. No one else 
has that privilege. Just Chuuya. Just his loyal dog. 


It feels like an eternity, but Chuuya finally pulls back, done with his 
work. Dazai misses his heat instantly. He wants to pull Chuuya back 
into himself and never let go. But he knows that it’s impossible. They 


have a mission to complete, and Chuuya...well, he would never 
agree to such a thing anyways. 


The final touch to their outfits is the mask. Dazai’s is black and 
elegant, embossed with swirling lines that curl over the sides of his 
head and under his chin, rendering nearly his whole face invisible 
except for his eyes. Chuuya’s mask, on the other hand, is blood-red 
and terrifying, as if it’s the very face of a demon itself. Thin slats in 
the mask reveal slashes of milky skin, and Chuuya’s eyes shine red 
through the holes. He’s wearing contacts tonight, as is Dazai, to 
make their appearance all the more unsettling. 


All dressed up, Chuuya looks like Arahabaki in the flesh. And Dazai 
looks like the shadow of Death, ready to strike from the darkness. 
Together, they paint a clear warning to anyone who dares trifle with 
the mafia: 


Mess with the Port Mafia, and you have to deal with us. 


The masquerade, bright and rowdy, is in full swing by the time Dazai 
and Chuuya arrive. Glittering chandeliers, delicate champagne 
towers, mountains of delicious food—none of it compares to them. 
The moment they step foot into the room, every single eye turns to 
look at them. 


The Port Mafia is notorious in the underground right now, as the 
victor of the Dragon’s Head Conflict. Since then, the Mafia has not 
attended a public event. Naturally, everyone is curious to see exactly 
who is powerful enough to bring down every other organization vying 
for that treasure. And Dazai and Chuuya certainly look the part. 


“The Demon Prodigy of the Port Mafia, | presume?” A man wearing a 
bird mask ambles up to them, full of easy confidence. “Pleasure to 


make your acquaintance. | am the Kingfisher, representative of the 
Kyoto Mafia—” 


“Oh, knock it off,” someone else says loudly. Another man, this time 
with a leopard mask, pushes his way in. “Y’know, you don't look like 
much...but | could see how someone like you two could win a war. 
Eh?” 


Chuuya’s aura flares red, and the leopard man stumbles back with a 
squeak. 


“Er, never mind, plenty terrifying, you are. I’m, ah, Thunder. I’m with 
the Jungle up in Aomori.” 


Slowly, emboldened by the first two men, more and more people 
start crowding the two of them. Is that really the Demon Prodigy, 
whose plans are infallible and his genius unparalleled? Has the 
Crimson Harbinger really never lost a fight? How strong is the Port 
Mafia really? 


It feels like forever before either of them are able to force their way 
out of the crowd. Chuuya is muttering angrily, his stomach growling. 
He’s never dealt with social interaction well while he’s hungry. Luckily 
for him, there are tables stacked high with food, both Japanese and 
Western. So in a hunger-driven fit of genius, he slips out between 
the gaps in the crowd, leaving it all for Dazai to deal with. 


He’s just putting together a plate full of delicious sandwiches, sushi, 
and meat when there’s a tap on his shoulder. Scowling (and thankful 
that it’s hidden by the mask), he turns around to chew out Dazai for 
interrupting him while he’s about to eat. 


Instead, he’s met with the sight of the most eccentric person he’s 
seen all night. They’re dressed in a haphazard patchwork of fabrics, 
each competing with the one next to it for attention. A huge feather 
boa in an atrocious shade of pink curls around their shoulders, and 
from it falls a tattered, asymmetrical cape in a putrid shade of green. 
To top it all off, their hat looks like four separate hats stacked on top 


of each other, each more offensive than the last. Even their mask is 
confusing—half rabbit, half wolf, with what looks like an egg smack 
dab in the middle. 


“Uh-hello?” 


“You must be the Crimson Harbinger,” the strange person says, 
bobbing his head a little. The stack of hats bobs up and down with 
him. “You may call me North. |, of course, am the northern point of 
the Compass of the Rising Sun. You might be...familiar with our 
work.” 


His voice is stilted, Chuuya notes. As if he has to think before every 
word. And also, he kinda smells like...perfumed eggs? Gross. 


“Never heard of you,” Chuuya replies blandly, trying to figure out 
exactly how much more he can put on his plate. If he shifts these 
sandwiches, maybe he can add a little extra cheese... 


An icy cold hand grips his shoulder and Chuuya turns around, ready 
to throw hands with this man who thinks he can do whatever he 
likes. But North isn’t there. 


“Don’t you know? You shouldn't lie. After all...can you ever really lie 
to yourself?” 


Chapter End Notes 
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a personal wonderland and the end of the 
world 


Chapter Summary 
Chuuya has a No Good, Very Bad Time. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


The world around Chuuya dissolves into smoke. Try as he might to 
hold on to the banquet table, the last solid thing around him, it too 
disperses. With a creak and then a harsh splinter, the very ground 
gives way underneath him, and then he’s hurtling downwards at a 
meteoric pace. 


Chuuya reaches for Upon the Tainted Sorrow, trying to feel his Ability 
curl around his veins. The red glow of gravity surrounds him, but /t’s 
not working. His Ability isn’t letting him fly or float or do anything to 
slow down his fall. He just keeps falling, down and down and down 
into a pitch black, endless void. 


Around him, little objects float in and out of his vision. The pool cue 
that he’d once used to play billiards with smacks him right in the 
middle of his forehead before floating off into the darkness. A shirt 
that isn’t his but lives in his closet all the same comes out and seems 
to wave smugly at him before swooping off. On and on and on, little 
trinkets of his life march before him. 


Then his ass slams into solid ground, knocking the breath out of him. 
He groans, flopping onto his back as his behind aches from the 
impact. Up above, the sky draws circles in nightmarish gray and red, 
swirling together into a vortex that has no end. 


Chuuya sits up and takes a look around himself, frowning. He’s in 
what seems to be a desolate wasteland, with patches of decaying 
grass smattering the landscape. Tall, skeletal trees curl in unnatural 
shapes into the sky, veins of crimson running through their trunks 
and branches. Small pieces of scrap metal dot the dry, cracked 
earth, which is itself stained rusty red. 


“What in the fuck,” Chuuya mutters to himself, dragging himself to 
his feet. He sways unsteadily, backside still burning. “Ugh. Fuck me.” 


It’s become increasingly clear to Chuuya that this must be an Ability— 
North’s Ability, to be specific. He’s not exactly sure what the details 
of the Ability are, but it’s definitely dragged him into what seems to 
be another world. 


With the experience of years of being on guard and filled to the brim 
with paranoia, Chuuya makes his way forward. His senses catch on 
every little thing, like the dry rustling of the grass (despite there being 
no wind) or the low, barely audible scream that seems to never end. 


Within just a few minutes of walking, Chuuya reaches a stone road. 
It’s poorly paved, but it clearly leads somewhere. In front of him, 
there’s a crooked sign in familiar handwriting that reads “THIS WAY 
TO CIVILIZATION.” 


Chuuya frowns and looks down the direction that the sign is pointing 
in. It looks exactly the same as the other direction, desolate and kind 
of creepy. Sighing, he turns and starts following the road. Might as 
well. Maybe he can find a town or something and get out of here. 


The road stretches on for what feels like an eternity, and yet Chuuya 
can’t stop to rest. He’s not tired or hungry, but there’s something 
inside him that pushes him to keep going, keep walking, keep 
following the monotonous path. 


Slowly, though, things start changing, bit by bit. The trees start 
clustering closer together, until they overhang either side of the road. 
This close, Chuuya can see that they have scales rather than bark, 


their entire structure twisted into something unnatural and agonizing. 
His surroundings also darken, until there’s nothing but the void 
beyond the trees. 


For a split second, he considers turning around. But he’s already this 
far in; he might as well follow through to the end. Plus, there had 
been nothing in the other direction either. And something keeps 
pushing him forward, some gut instinct that tells him that what he’s 
looking for is on the other side of this road. 


So Chuuya continues to push on. He must have been walking for 
hours by now, yet his legs aren't tired at all. His mind is also 
surprisingly empty, clear of any negative thoughts that usually plague 
him when he’s left to his own devices. Honestly, if not for the sheer 
wrongness of his surroundings, Chuuya would say that he’s actually 
having a pretty good time. 


Presently, he comes upon a fork in the road. Right in the middle of 
the split is another crooked little signpost, this time with two wooden 
boards pointing in opposite directions. The one pointing to the left 
reads “DARKEST FEARS,” while the one to right says “DEEPEST 
DESIRES.” 


Chuuya hesitates before deciding to try taking a single step off the 
road. Immediately, he steps into inky darkness so thick that he can’t 
make heads or tails of where he is. He can’t even see his hand when 
he waves it right in front of his face. 


Right. The road it is. At least there, he can kind of see. It feels kind of 
bad to be shoehorned into a choice, but unless Chuuya wants to 
brave the literal void, he doesn’t have another option. 


The road that leads to “DARKEST FEARS’ gets even darker and 
gloomier, leading into what looks like pitch blackness. Now, Chuuya 
isn’t generally very afraid of the dark, but that lightless void makes 
him think that he wouldn’t be able to fight his way out of a bad 
situation, and well, where would that leave him? 


On the other hand, the road leading to “DEEPEST DESIRES” 
lightens into a soft red glow that reminds him of Tainted. He tries 
reaching for his Ability again, but just like before, it does very little, if 
anything at all. Still, his fingers glow a comforting red that tells him 
that his Ability is still there, just—well, useless. 


Decision made, he turns down the path marked “DEEPEST 
DESIRES.” As he’d suspected, everything begins turning redder, as 
if the world itself is blushing. The trees start leaking red sap that 
reminds Chuuya an awful lot of blood, except it’s far too thick and 
sticky. Little crimson flowers start dotting the pathway, something 
layered and fragile. This road is much less straightforward than the 
earlier path, winding and curving around seemingly nothing. 


It takes another several hours, but Chuuya finally sees the blur of a 
town in the distance. Thank God. He’d been getting kind of worried 
that this would just be an endless loop of walking. But as he draws 
closer, he can see that it is in fact a little village, complete with quaint 
little houses, beautiful gardens, and a vast, sprawling ocean behind it 
all. 


“Yo!” A familiar drawl calls out to him, and Chuuya chokes as he 
looks towards the voice. A pair of sunglasses he’d never forget. An 
atrocious fur hood. Combat boots and ripped jeans. 


It's Albatross. But how? Chuuya hadn't spoken to anyone about the 
Flags after they’d died. 


“... ross?” he calls back, voice coming out weaker than he'd like. But 
Tross isn’t looking at him at all. Chuuya turns and feels his blood 
freeze to ice in his veins. 


Because somehow, behind him, are Lippman, Piano Man, Doc, and 
Iceman, all walking forwards on the path. Chuuya has no idea how 
he didn’t hear them before, because they’re all laughing loudly, 
poking at each other the same way they had when they'd been alive. 


But they’re all a little different now. Doc looks healthier, skin less 
sallow and pale, no longer permanently hooked up to an IV. 
Lippman’s dressed more casually than Chuuya’s ever seen him, 
looking as if the weight of the world has left his shoulders. Ilceman’s 
holding a cup of coffee instead of a knife, a scarf wrapped around his 
neck. And Piano Man...he’s the most different of all. He’s grown his 
hair out, with it now touching his waist, and he’s no longer dressed in 
monochrome black and white, instead sporting a veritable rainbow of 
colors. 


They all look better. Happier. 


Chuuya feels his throat tighten up as tears threaten to fall. He’d 
never admit it, not to them or to anyone else, but he’d spent a lot of 
time at their graves after they'd died. He’d told them everything he’d 
wished he was brave enough to tell them in person. He’d promised 
to make executive in their place and carry their legacy throughout 
the Port Mafia. Yet now here they are, looking better than ever, and 
Chuuya still can’t speak. 


The Flags brush past him, as if he isn’t there, and Chuuya’s mouth 
falls open, stunned. Did they not notice? How could they not notice? 
He’s right here! 


But the more he trails after them, the more he realizes that he 
doesn't exist to them-—or at the very least, he’s invisible. He’s nothing 
more than a ghost here. His fingers pass through Piano Man when 
he tries to grab his arm, and they walk right through him when he 
tries to stand in their way. 


Slowly, he realizes that he can only watch. Somehow, that hurts the 
worst of all. 


Chuuya falls into step next to his friends, and he can almost pretend 
that they can see him. He listens to Doc complain about his patients, 
and as long as he doesn't open his mouth to reply, he can pretend 
that Doc’s talking to him too. Albatross tells stories about the bar he’s 
opened, Iceman talks about discovering a new way to brew coffee, 


Piano Man eagerly tells everyone about the different fabrics he’s 
gotten in this week, and it’s all so normal and so Flags that Chuuya 
misses them even more. 


How is it possible? How can they be here, right next to him, and yet 
he’s still missing them? How are they even here at all? 


Eventually, the four of them all amble down a little pathway and into 
a cottage, still talking and laughing. Chuuya tries to follow, but some 
force keeps him at the door, refusing to let him inside. The door 
slams in his face and Chuuya’s left alone again, heart aching as he 
thinks of his friends. 


Then the anger comes, washing over him like a wave, utter rage 
choking him up. Why can’t they see him? Why are they here? What 
cruel mastermind is out there, making him see his dead friends 
again, alive and well? 


In his rage, Chuuya kicks at the fence bracketing the quaint little 
house. With a crack, it splinters apart under his feet. 


So he can affect the world around him after all. He just can’t interact 
with the people. 


The realization shoots through him like a bolt of lightning, making 
Chuuya’s head fuzzy with anger and frustration. He lashes out again, 
this time with his fists, and then he’s kicking and punching the 
bushes too, the flowerbeds, anything. Anything he can touch. 
Anything to make the Flags see that Chuuya’s here. Chuuya’s 
always been here, waiting for them to come back, even though they 
never will. 


When he finally tires himself out, anger seeping out of him all at 
once, he’s left panting and alone. Growling, he turns heel and 
stomps away from the house. He doesn’t need the Flags’ attention. 
He doesnt. 


Down the road, he sees another shadow, evidence of another 
person in this godforsaken town. This time, he’s more cautious when 
he draws close. And it’s a good thing he does, because it makes 
Chuuya nearly faint when he sees who it is. 


Shirase. In the flesh. Not in England, not dead, not alone. Here, with 
Yuan, with Mickey and Jun and all the rest of the Sheep, lounging 
around in the tiny little park in the middle of the town. They’re just as 
comfortable with each other as they always have been, laying over 
each other, heads in laps and hand in hand. It’s the same 
camaraderie that they'd taught Chuuya, once upon a time. 


With a sob stuck in his throat, Chuuya realizes that he misses them 
too. He wants them to be alive and well, despite everything. They’d 
only been kids. Hell, he’d only been a kid too. He wishes that they’d 
found a way forward together, as impossible as it had been. 


He spends the next several hours just...watching them. Unlike with 
the Flags, where Chuuya had tried his best to include himself in the 
group, this time he simply sits back and observes them. Shirase is 
as lively as ever, teasing Yuan with all the ferocity of a teenager with 
a crush that he doesn’t know what to do with. The younger kids 
tussle with each other and make each other daisy chains, all in the 
same breath. Chuuya had been the one to teach them how to braid 
flowers together. He wishes fiercely to be there too, picking flowers 
and tying them into crowns and necklaces for the younger kids. 


Chuuya watches them until they all disperse, either going to steal 
food or to go back to their hideout. He doesn’t know where their 
hideout might be in this little town, but he knows that they must have 
one. It’s a Sheep tradition, after all. 


When the last of them disappears over the horizon, Chuuya finally 
gets up, shaking out the pins and needles from his limbs. He’s 
getting a little desperate now, trying to find anyone who can actually 
see him or hear him. He has no idea how he’s meant to get back, or 
if there is a way out at all, but he has to try. 


He tries every door in the town, but each and every one is blocked to 
him, even the stores. It’s infuriating. None of them can see or hear 
him either. For all intents and purposes, Chuuya is a ghost. He’s truly 
alone in a town full of people. 


Finally, he reaches the very last house at the edge of the town. 
Beyond it, inky trees scrape the sky and fade into blackness. And it’s 
this house, with its red-shingled roof and sturdy wooden door, that 
finally lets him in when he pulls the door open. 


He’s immediately hit with the smell of food—fragrant crab, rich green 
curry, fatty meat—and inhales deeply. It smells like home. 


From the kitchen, a familiar, warm voice calls, “Chibi?” 


A head of floppy brown hair pokes out from around the corner, and 
Dazai’s eyes are so familiar and warm that Chuuya bursts into tears. 


“Hey, hey, hey—Chibi? Hatrack? What’s wrong, sweetheart?” Cool 
hands wrap around his shoulders, pulling him into a firm chest. 
Chuuya can hardly breathe, he’s crying so hard. Dazai can see him. 
Dazai can hear him and feel him, and he’s so warm and kind right 
now that Chuuya is physically incapable of handling it. 


He sobs into Dazai’s shirt, crying for the Flags, for the Sheep, for a 
Dazai that is kind to him. Dazai rocks into him, picking him up gently 
to seat them both on the couch—something soft, cushy, and well 
worn, as if it’s been loved forever. 


“Chuuya shouldn't cry,” Dazai murmurs, voice honey-warm and 
deep. It’s like a balm on Chuuya’s soul. “You’re too beautiful and 
brilliant to cry, hmm? There’s nothing we can't fix together. Partners. 
You and me.” 


The words, as kind and beautiful as they are, make Chuuya cry even 
harder. He full ugly sobs for another five minutes before catching his 
breath. 


“D...Dazai,” he chokes out. Dazai frowns. 

“Did | do something? What are you calling me Dazai for?” 
“O...samu?” 

“Yes, I’m your Osamu. Now tell me what’s wrong, ne chibi?” 


But Chuuya just shakes his head. He knows now, more than ever, 
that this Dazai, this Osamu, cannot help him. No one in this stupid 
town can. 


He wishes he hadn’t been Dazai’s partner for so long. He wishes 
that he could believe that this is another world, another universe 
where everyone he loves is alive and well. He wishes, more than 
anything, that he could be naive enough to believe that all this is 
real. 


Because it isn’t. None of it is. Chuuya knows this, has known it from 
the first moment he saw the Flags, walking together again. Even the 
red and black trees, the void between the spaces, confirms the truth 
he’s known all along. 


This world is one of his own conjuring. It’s something that exists in 
his head. And the signpost hadn't lied. Everything here, this entire 
town and everyone in it, is just a reflection of his truest, deepest 
desires. 


He wants the Flags to be alive and well, throwing off the shackles 
that had chained them to a life that they couldn’t leave. He wants 
Doc to be healthy and well, for Piano Man to loosen up, for Albatross 
to chase his dreams of stardom, for Lippman to take care of himself. 


And he wants the Sheep to be happy together, however impossible it 
is. He had never wanted for them to lose the only family they had 
when they’d stabbed him with a poison knife. If nothing else, he’d 
wanted them to continue on, build a family that they could trust 
together. 


And Dazai... 


God, Chuuya has been fighting the way he feels about Dazai for so 
long. He knows that he loves Dazai. He’s always known, since the 
very first moment he fell for him. But Dazai doesn’t feel emotions like 
that. The Dazai he knows will take his feelings and use them to 
manipulate Chuuya, to turn him into a puppet for his own use. But 
Chuuya wants, more than anything, to have a Dazai who loves him 
too. A Dazai who will take care of him the way that Chuuya always 
does for him. A Dazai for wnom Chuuya is enough, who won't try to 
leave him for the siren call of Death. 


A Dazai who is unafraid to show his skin, leaving his bandages 
behind. 


Because this Dazai, the Dazai who is still holding him and comforting 
him, isn’t wearing bandages. His scars are still there, prominent as 
ever, but the bandages are gone. 


This is why he'd been invisible to everyone else, Chuuya thinks. It’s 
because the only person he really cares about acknowledging him, 
aside from Kouyou and Mori, is Dazai. He just wants the Flags and 
Shirase to be alive and happy—whether or not it includes him isn’t 
important. But for Dazai...oh, Dazai. Chuuya wants to be Dazai’s 
equal, his partner, beyond all else. To be seen and heard and 
respected. 


Slowly, Chuuya is coming to terms with the thought that there really 
might be no way out of this. He might spend the rest of his life, 
however long that might be, with this Dazai of his dreams who is kind 
and warm. With just him and no one else, because no one else here 
can see him at all. 


It doesn’t sound too bad, honestly. It could be worse. At least here, 
he can live a life with Dazai that he would never have in the real 
world. This world, as fake as it is, is an idyllic dream that he doesn’t 
have to wake up from. 


Even as he thinks it, he knows it would kill him. Chuuya could never 
be truly happy when he knows that the real Dazai is out there, 

suffering alone in the mafia. He’ll take the insults and the fights, he'll 
take everything as long as he knows that it’s his Dazai that he’s with. 


And then, in one fell swoop, everything breaks. Shards of reality 
splinter around him, and then he’s gasping, eyes flying open to meet 
dead, dark, black ones peering at him curiously. 


“Chuuya,” real Dazai says, tone flat. “You were careless. You almost 
cost us the entire mission.” 


Ah, yep, there he is. 


The thought is so relieving that it overrides his anger for a moment. 
In an act so impulsive that even he himself will question it later, he 
throws his arms around Dazai and squeezes him in a tight hug. 


Dazai freezes under him, muscles tensing so hard that Chuuya’s 
surprised they aren't tearing. He holds on for just a second too long, 
Dazai unmoving and stiff the entire time. 


“Shitty mackerel,” he grumbles as he lets go. “What happened?” 


“You were missing for quite some time. You didn’t check in after 
twenty seconds after our prearranged time,” Dazai says. “Naturally, | 
thought it was suspicious...imagine my surprise when | found a sorry 
excuse for a clown dragging my sorry excuse for a partner out of the 
party.” Dazai’s eyes narrow, a murderous glance lighting up the 
bleakness for just a moment. 


“| caught him in the act, and of course he knows that this is a 
diplomatic gathering. Anyone who breaks the treaty is punished by 
death, and their organization is blacklisted forever. That man 
definitely knew that, because he let me nullify both him and you 
without any argument. Unfortunately... | had to let him go. A pity, 
really. | would have so loved to hear how he screamed.” 


“You're getting sadistic again,” Chuuya sighs. “But uh. Thanks. For 
saving me.” 


Dazai slowly meets Chuuya’s gaze. 


“Make no mistake,” he says, words ice cold and just as clear. “I didn’t 
save you because | wanted to. | saved you because, despite your 
utter incompetence this evening, you are still somehow an asset to 
the Port Mafia. And | don’t want to train another partner.” 


“Fuck you too,” Chuuya snaps. God, he can't believe he’s in love 
with this asshole. 


“You aren't allowed to do that again,” Dazai finally says after a long 
pause. “When | found Chuuya...well. You were almost gone.” The 
last word quavers, just a tiny bit, as it leaves Dazai’s mouth, and 
suddenly Chuuya is much more aware. 


Dazai, despite it all, had been worried. Oh, he can try to deny it as 
much as he likes, but Chuuya knows the stupid motherfucker better 
than he knows himself. Dazai had been worried, and he’d 
immediately chased after Chuuya twenty seconds after he had been 
late. 


“You're such an asshole,” Chuuya complains, but there’s no heat to 
his words. “And you’re so stupid. I’m not dying that easily, you dumb 
fish. You'll have to try a lot harder to get rid of me.” 


“Ugh, | have to try even harder?” Dazai whines, pulling Chuuya up to 
his feet. “I can’t believe Chuuya didn’t just keel over right then.” 


“Uh huh,” Chuuya says. The truth of his feelings crash over him once 
more when he feels the bandages around Dazai’s palm. Even with 
these ugly ass bandages, even with his acidic words and acerbic 
tone, Chuuya still adores him. He still wants to sweep Dazai’s bangs 
back from his forehead, wants to shield him from death and the rest 
of the world, wants to show him what love and affection feel like. 


Dazai’s never tasted love, not really. And Chuuya wants to give him 
his first taste. 


Without thinking, Chuuya pulls Dazai down towards him and crashes 
their lips together. Dazai, just like with the hug, immediately freezes 
under him. But his lips part, just a little, letting Chuuya ravage his 
mouth and press their breaths together. 


Dazai’s lips are chapped, but they’re softer than Chuuya thought 
they would be. He’s also warm, his breath hot, mouth slick and 
inviting. Chuuya makes a noise in the back of his throat and presses 
forward more, licking his way into Dazai’s mouth. And Dazai /ets him. 


It’s both entirely too long and infinitely too short when Chuuya finally 
pulls back. A thin string of saliva connects them, and Dazai looks— 


Well, he looks dazed. Messed up. Like his brain shut off for once in 
his life, and he can’t figure out how to reboot it. 


“See ya, shitty mackerel,” Chuuya rasps, with every intention of 
going back to the party and making more connections, the way a 
good mafioso does. But Dazai has other plans. 


“Chuuya,” Dazai says, voice hoarse, and then he’s grabbing 
Chuuya’s arm and smashing their lips together again. 


It’s rough. Aggressive. Honestly, Chuuya’s given and gotten better 
kisses. But given that it's Daza/ who initiated this one...well, Chuuya 
can’t complain. Gently, he tries to guide Dazai into kissing a little 
better, a little less teeth-on-teeth and a little more lips and tongue. 


Dazai moans under him, a small noise from deep in his chest, and 
Chuuya drinks it up like a man dying of thirst. He nips at Dazai’s 
bottom lip, just hard enough to sting, and Dazai’s mouth falls open in 
surprised pleasure. He takes his time exploring Dazai’s mouth this 
time, cupping his cheeks with his hands, trying to meld them 
together so that they can’t tell where one of them ends and the other 
begins. 


This time, Dazai is the one to pull back, face flushed and red. He’s 
still looking a little dazed, and he has to shake his head once, twice, 
three times, as if to reboot everything. 


“You-—l—we never speak of this again,” Dazai stutters. 

“Sure, mackerel,” Chuuya simpers. “But you just let me know when 
you wanna make out again, mmkay? I'll teach you everything you 
need to know.” 

“Who have you even been kissing!” Dazai demands. “I’ve been with 
you, day and night, for the past year and a half. When did you ever 
kiss anyone?!” 

“Dazai,” Chuuya says slowly, as if Dazai is suddenly a really dumb 
toddler, “I trained in a brothel. With prostitutes. | made out with, like, 
all of them. You would be shocked at the things | can do with my 
tongue.” 


Apparently this is enough to send Dazai into another shutdown, 
because he immediately turns even redder and averts his eyes. 


“| knew that,” he mumbles petulantly. “Anyways! This was just 
practice, then. We will never speak of this again.” 


“Okay,” Chuuya agrees easily. “Whatever you want, Dazai.” 


“That’s what | want!” Dazai says imperiously. “We just pretend that 
never happened. You never kissed me.” 


“And you never kissed me,” Chuuya fires back. Dazai shudders. 


“Can't believe | kissed such a sticky, gross little slug—ow!” Chuuya 
had punched him in the shoulder, hard. 


“Fuck off, mackerel. We have a party to get back to.” 


“You forgot your mask, you dumb chibi hatrack!” 


“Fuck—give it here, then!” 


“Hmm, | don’t think | will... maybe I'll just keep this and have chibi fail 
his mission...” 


“MACKEREL, | SWEAR TO GOD-” 


And just like that, it’s like nothing had ever happened. Just like that, 
they’re back to bickering and fighting, hating each other’s guts. 


But Dazai can still feel the phantom touch of Chuuya’s lips on his 
own. And God, he wishes he could forget. Because now that he’s 
had a taste, he craves it like nothing else. He doesn’t know exactly 
how much he'd give to kiss Chuuya again, but it’s too much. It’s 
dangerous. He shouldnt. 


He vows to himself that he will stop thinking about it at all. 
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Chapter Summary 
It's Dazai's turn to have a very bad, no good day. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Dazai cannot stop thinking about it. 


The kiss (or kisses, rather) consumes his mind in a way that nothing 
ever has before. It haunts him throughout the rest of the 
masquerade, refusing to leave even when they return to the school 
and Chuuya himself goes to take a shower. He’s left alone, with no 
one but his own thoughts for company, and yet his mind lingers on 
Chuuya as if he’s standing right in front of him. 


For someone who has spent so long feeling nothing, it’s all so... 
overwhelming. Dazai has never before been unable to control his 
own heartbeat, unable to control his thoughts and where they go. 
Chuuya bleeds into every moment like a crimson ink washing over 
his mind, and Dazai is...he’s... 


There's a tight, angry ball curling in his gut all the time now, 
something ugly and unknown, twisting his insides up. Part of it is 
simple frustration at Chuuya—how dare the ugly slug be so awful, 
after all? Every time he thinks about how sweet Chuuya’s mouth had 
tasted against his, a white-hot flame of rage flickers inside him. 


It’s too much. Dazai’s never had so many feelings inside him before. 
Obsession, adoration, rage, frustration, lingering guilt and 
confusion...it all swirls around in him like a pit of quicksand. 


Like a temptress, it leads him to where he is now: on the roof of the 
tallest building on Shukuichi’s campus, listening to the call of the 


void, debating if he should jump right then and there. Death is clean. 
It’s easy. It’s not bright, vicious, violent, or any number of other things 
that Chuuya is. 


Sagging against the wall, Dazai exhales into the cold winter air, 
breath puffing out into white smoke. The snow flurries down a little 
faster, beginning to blanket the world in white. He wonders if this is 
the thing that finally qualifies him as human, if simply kissing Chuuya 
is enough to have his humanity restored. Dazai wonders, if he 
passes a blade over his arm right now, would it bleed the same red 
as always? There’s more inside him now, and yet something like hot 
and living as blood has no business being inside something as cold 
and empty as him anyways. 


Perhaps he can bleed out some of the feelings. Perhaps all his heart 
needs to slow down is just a little less blood going to it. Just enough 
to run his veins thin, leave them gaping and gasping. 


Even to himself, Dazai knows he’s not making much sense. But it 
doesn't matter. The ache to draw a knife over his skin is like a living, 
breathing thing, choking out his senses. Suddenly, it feels like he 
needs to do it. He needs something sharp, something clean, 
something to draw blood with minimal pain. 


(Even though the cuts always ache afterwards. ) 


It’s a good thing that he always carries a knife with him, he decides. 
One could even call it an expected upside of being part of the mafia. 
The particular one he carries had been a gift from Odasaku. 
Somehow, Dazai thinks that Odasaku might be disappointed if he 
knew that his blade had touched something as hollow and inhuman 
as Dazai’s flesh. 


Well. Dazai’s never really been one to deny his impulses, given that 
he rarely has any to begin with. He pulls out the blade, flicking it 
between his fingers. It’s made of the finest Damascus steel, 
handcrafted by an artisan who surely doesn’t know that their art is 
going to be sullied by a monster. 


It’s only a moment’s work to slice off his bandages, and then— 


Bright red flowerets of blood bloom in the snow, drop by drop, and 
then a stream. Dazai stares at it, entranced. The red spreads in 
fractals, coating one ice crystal before moving on to the next one. It 
bubbles for a split second as it hits the snow, and then fades as the 
flakes absorb it in. Upon a canvas of pure white snowflakes, Dazai’s 
blood is the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen. It glitters like rubies, 
like something precious. It’s— 


Bam! 


The door to the roof slams open. But Dazai is still too hypnotized by 
the unintentional piece of art he’s created to pay it any mind. 


“Dazai,” Chuuya growls, and then he’s bundling Dazai up, 
rewrapping his arm in fresh bandages. Dazai blinks slowly, 
disappointed that the paint for his snowy canvas has dried up. 


“Need more...” he murmurs, eyes still fixed on the pool of blood 
underneath him. Chuuya scoffs harshly. 


“Need more what, exactly? More knives? More blood? More ways to 
hurt yourself when I’m not looking?” 


It clicks in Dazai’s mind, then, that the entire time he’d been cutting 
himself open and watching his blood pour out onto the snow, he 
hadn't thought of Chuuya once. But now Chuuya is here again, with 
his pine-and-elderflower scent choking Dazai with every breath he 
takes, and suddenly he hates him. 


“Let me go,” he demands, but his voice is empty, empty, empty as an 
abandoned chrysalis. Chuuya pauses in his ministrations, and then 
pushes Dazai’s sweat-frozen bangs back from his forehead. 


“Do you demand for the sun to stop burning too? Or for the earth to 
stop spinning?” 


“Those are impossible,” Dazai gripes. 

“Then why are you asking me to let you go?” 

To that, Dazai has no answer. 

Somewhere deep inside of him, he Knows that Chuuya saving him 
from all his attempts is an undeniable certainty. Even deeper, inside 
his hollow bones, he knows that Chuuya wants to save him from 
himself. But it’s not possible. It’s as certain as Chuuya being here, 
always, that he can’t protect Dazai from his own mind. 

“| hate you,” Dazai says. For the first time in ages, he means it. 


“| know,” Chuuya says quietly. He tugs Dazai back inside, through 
the door, then slumps down against the wall, Dazai with him. 


They sit there in silence, Dazai both hating the position he’s in and 
yet unwilling to move. Right now, even the very thought of moving a 
muscle exhausts him. His eyelids are leaden, unwilling to blink, and 
then when they do, unwilling to open again. 

By his side, Chuuya is quiet. He’s quieter than Dazai has ever really 
seen him, sitting there, unmoving, simply a warm presence by 
Dazai’s side. Dazai hates how much it grounds him, how just the 
press of Chuuya’s shoulder against his own holds his thoughts 
down, leaving his mind empty. 

“You can’t save me,” he finds himself saying. Chuuya hums. 

“| know,” he says simply. 

“You can’t always be there.” 

“Can't 1?” 

“One day, you'll be the one to find my corpse.” 


“Sure. But only because I'll be the one to put it there.” 


They lapse into silence again. Dazai wonders what it’s like for 
Chuuya, for everything to be so straightforward, so black and white. 
He knows, with unerring certainty, that Chuuya will later return to the 
roof to scrape off all the blood that’s still there, staining the concrete. 
He also knows that Chuuya will watch him constantly over the next 
couple of days, trying to keep Dazai from making a proper attempt. 


It should rankle him. It should upset him, make him feel stifled, 
paranoid, uncomfortable that Chuuya will be always looking over his 
shoulder for the next little while. And yet, the tiniest twinge that Dazai 
feels is not unwillingness and anger, but relief. 


What a thought. All it takes to make Chuuya stay is the threat of 
leaving for his almost-lover instead. 


A dark, manipulative part of him stores that information away for 

later. Right now, Dazai can’t even understand himself. He despises 
the numbness that usually plagues him, and yet when he’s met with 
any sort of feeling, he hates it too. His desperation speaks for itself. 


What cure is there for him? In the past, his answer has always been 
death. A painless suicide, letting himself die clean and pretty—it’s 
always been his solution to everything that plagues him in life. 


He lets himself drift away in fantasies of beautiful suicides, floating 
away from his hollow, numb body. His body has only ever been a 
stone to him; a weight that drags his mind into the undertow, that 
shackles him to mortality. And so, instead, he floats. 


Dazai is unaware of how long he lets himself drift; if it were up to 
him, he’d stay like this forever. But instead, there’s Chuuya. Chuuya, 
who smooths a warm sponge over his back, whispering lines of 
French poetry, pulling his mind back into his shattered shell of a 
body. 


When he opens his eyes again, he’s in their dorm, soaking in a 
warm-but-not-hot bath, Chuuya squatting on the porcelain tiles next 
to the tub. 


“Welcome back, mackerel.” The words are mild, without a hint of 
sarcasm or sharpness. Chuuya wrings out the sponge and plunges it 
back into the water. Then, with so much gentleness that Dazai 
suddenly feels all his seams crack open again, he drags it across his 
skin, leaving soap and bubbles in his wake. 


“Ame sentinelle, 
Murmurons l’aveu 
De la nuit si nulle 
Et du jour en feu. 


Des humains suffrages, 
Des communs élans 
La tu te dégages 

Et voles selon...” 


Chuuya’s voice is warm, Dazai decides. It's warmer than the water 
he’s submerged in, and it washes over him like a balm. Dazai’s 
never been the best at French, not the way Chuuya breathes and 
sleeps in French, but he knows enough. He’s fluent enough to 
understand Chuuya and when he’s reciting his dumb French poetry 
in that sing songy voice, as if it’s a lullaby instead of a carefully 
constructed tower of words. 


Dazai lets his head thunk back against the porcelain as he listens. At 
some point, Chuuya joins him in the bathtub, knocking their knees 
together as they face each other. He drains and refills the tub with 
warm water again, letting Dazai simply languish there. 


“You'll stew us both into prunes at this rate,” Dazai croaks, voice 
hoarse and rusty. He dares to look at Chuuya for just a second, and 
oh God, the expression on his face is blinding. 


“It's nice, isn't it?” Chuuya says, eyes crinkled in an honest smile. 
Dazai thinks that he would burn the world a thousand times over to 
keep seeing that expression. He might commit even worse atrocities 
just to keep that smile fixed on him. 


Lovely, he thinks, and he isn’t sure if he’s talking about Chuuya or 
the carnage that they wreak together. Dazai is sure that if they tried, 
they could create the most beautiful horrors this world has ever 
seen. He thinks about it now—Corruption, unleashed, limitless, 
avenging a world that has left both of them blind. 


Eventually, Chuuya pulls Dazai out of the bath, patting him dry 
before shoving him into the softest shirt and sweatpants he owns. 
Chuuya soon follows suit, putting on his own expensive silk pajamas 
before tugging Dazai onto the bed with him. 


“| know you’re not tired,” Chuuya says, and Dazai hums. He’s not. 
He’s exhausted, yes, of living and of feelings, but he knows that he 
won't be able to sleep for a long time yet. “But you need some rest, 
Dazai. Do you want me to read a book to you or watch a show?” 


“_..Read,” Dazai says with some reluctance. It’s just... Chuuya has 
always been the only one capable of shutting up his mind at all. And 
relaxing to Chuuya’s voice, gruff and honey-warm, doesn’t sound too 
bad at all. 


“Okay,” Chuuya says simply. He strokes Dazai’s wrist, right over 
where he’d opened himself up earlier. Funnily enough, it doesn’t 
ache, but tingles instead. Dazai curls into Chuuya even more tightly 
as he starts reading. 


It’s a familiar book, one that Dazai has heard Chuuya read to him a 
thousand and one times before. At this point, Dazai has memorized 
nearly every word of it, could read it together with Chuuya with his 
eyes closed. He listens to it and thinks of a hundred nights, spattered 
with blood, a warm figure pressed into his side, rough but gentle 
hands carding through his hair. 


If he had been a normal person, Dazai thinks that he might thank 
God for Chuuya’s presence in his life. But as it is, there’s only the 
sour tang of an eventuality that he has no way to stop. He knows 
that in the mafia, there is no guaranteed tomorrow. Even moreso, 


Dazai is afraid that losing Chuuya will begin to hurt. It might affect his 
performance. 


But it’s so hard to think those thoughts when Chuuya is right here, 
right next to him. It’s hard to focus on anything but the chibi, normally 
violent and hotheaded, trading his anger in for a brand of care 
tailored just for Dazai. 


Dazai wonders, then, if he might try /iving for Chuuya. 


The next few days are hell for Dazai. He hardly eats, barely sleeps, 
and his brain is driven to the brink of insanity by thoughts of soft, full 
lips and clear blue eyes. Yet time moves inexorably forwards, as 
does their mission. The Compass of the Rising Sun is getting bolder. 


North, as they've learned, is none other than one of the four 
Cardinals who run the Compass of the Rising Sun. The four 
Cardinals, each named for a direction on the compass, all possess 
Abilities and are competent enough to pose a real threat. 


Chuuya describes his entire experience to Dazai the day after 
Dazai’s miserable half-suicide attempt on the roof, conveniently 
leaving out any mention of Dazai in his report. But other than that, he 
goes into as much detail as possible, letting Dazai’s massive brain 
work out the details. 


“A world of your own creation...” Dazai murmurs. “It seems to me 
that the world is a reflection of your mind and heart. You came 
across a fork in the road, right? Darkest fears and deepest desires. It 
reflects the truth...it likely allows for North to see your weaknesses. 
Because you can't lie to yourself. Anything that’s shown in that world 
is likely the truest reflection of yourself and your wants.” 


“Amazing,” Chuuya grumbles. “My greatest want is apparently for my 
dead friends to come back to life.” 


Dazai snickers at him, and Chuuya throws him an angry glare. 


“It sounded to me like chibi wanted more than his friends to simply 
be alive,” Dazai says. “It sounded like you wanted them to be...oh, 
what's the word...happy? Really now, hatrack. Don’t you know better 
in our line of work?” 


“Shut up,” Chuuya snarls. But in his heart, he knows that Dazai is 
right. In the darkness, where they thrive, there is no true happiness, 
no way to attain that sort of stability. Maybe that’s why he’d seen the 
Flags in such different clothing, acting like they aren’t in the mafia at 
all. 


“The pursuit of happiness...what a wretched, outdated ideal—” 


“| said shut up, mackerel. Happiness is a pipe dream; we both knew 
that. Everything | saw down there was just a figment of the 
imagination, and impossible to boot. It doesn’t matter. What does 
matter is what North knows and what his Ability can do.” 


None of it matters...including you. Maybe that’s the most impossible 
thing of all-that beautiful, vulnerable Osamu who lets me in and 
loves me. 


“I'd wager that North saw everything you saw down there. Which 
means...” 


“He knows everything that | really fucking want. God fucking 
dammit.” 


“On the bright side, everyone chibi wants is dead, so there’s not 
much leverage he can use.” 


Everyone...except you. 


Dazai isn’t helpless. Not by a long shot. But Chuuya has still long put 
himself in the role of Dazai’s protector. Now, Dazai is likely in greater 
danger than ever, targeted by a man who has no idea who he really 
is, simply because he saw him in Chuuya’s wretched excuse of a 
heart. But more than that, more than the possibility of another 


organization after Dazai’s head, there’s the very real chance that 
North might be able to figure out who Soukoku is. And that would 
strike a devastating blow to the Port Mafia. 


A huge part of Soukoku’s reign of terror in the underground circle is 
the sheer mystery surrounding them. No one truly knows what form it 
takes, nor if it’s a human, an Ability, or some sort of calamitous 
beast. And when humans face the unknown, their first reaction is 
fear. It's a greater scare tactic than any massacre they could ever 
do. Slmply the idea that something unknown is able to take out 
multiple organizations in a single night, without repercussions, and 
the knowledge that it belongs to the Port Mafia... 


Well, there’s a reason that there hasn’t been many dissident groups 
recently. 


But peel off the mask, and suddenly you have a way to fight back. If 
the Compass figures out who Soukoku truly are, then they start to 
have an advantage. It’s a lesson that they've learned before— 
Chuuya’s Ability can be countered. Dazai can be outsmarted. It’s the 
two of them working together that makes them so unstoppable. But if 
this group, with numbers unknown, finds out that Soukoku is actually 
two people, halves of a whole... 


They could be separated. And if they ever are truly separated, 
they're vulnerable. 


Chuuya vows to himself right then and there that the Compass will 
not split them apart. He will keep their secret and take it to the 
fucking grave if he has to. He'll let Arahabaki tear him apart before 
he lets slip that there’s another half of Soukoku, the one who keeps 
the reins on the beast. 


“Are you even listening to me, shorty?” Dazai frowns. Chuuya snaps 
back, suddenly realizing that Dazai had been talking all this time and 
that he, like the slug that Dazai always calls him, hadn’t heard any of 
it. 


“| was...thinking,” Chuuya says. Dazai raises an eyebrow. 


“Leave that to the professionals. Your brain is too smooth for such 
things.” 


“Holy fucking shit, you ass— you didn’t even hear what | have to say!” 
Chuuya explodes, momentarily forgetting that he can’t say anything 
at all. Dazai looks at him. 


“I'm listening.” 


Well. Chuuya didn’t really think he’d get this far. Dazai usually never 
listens to him at all, not about anything. But now he’s looking at 
Chuuya with an expectant look on his face, arms crossed over his 
chest, as if he’s testing him. 


Fuck, Chuuya hates him. 


“| was thinking...North was a complete weirdo. He talked funny, 
smelled weird, and looked like he’d been dressed by the nearest 
dumpster. That kind of person can’t be that hard to find, right? We 
could find him, and then find out who the rest of the Cardinals are...” 


Dazai looks at him, and then claps slowly. 
“ Brilliant, Chuuya,” he says, voice dripping with sarcasm. “It’s almost 
the exact same thing | said two minutes ago. You know, if you’d been 


listening.” 


Chuuya flushes, his cheeks burning red, but he can’t bring himself to 
care. Not when Dazai is such a fucking ass. 


“You're the worst,” he growls. 
“Oh, /’m the worst? Says the dumb little doggie who can’t even listen 


to his master! /’m the strategist, remember? And for good fucking 
reason; we'd be doomed if you— mmph!” 


Chuuya has had enough of Dazai’s bullshit, so he shuts him up the 
only way he can think of right now. 


He kisses him. Again. 


Dazai flails around a little, looking for all the world like the most 
useless octopus to ever grace the land, and then he settles into 
Chuuya’s mouth, kissing back fiercely. 


Chuuya still cannot fathom why Dazai is so down for swapping spit 
with him, but at least it gets him to shut up. Maybe it’s the physicality 
of it all. Dazai refuses to even acknowledge it, but Chuuya knows 
that Dazai leans into every touch and every ounce of affection 
afforded him, unconsciously though it may be. He’s always leaned 
into Chuuya when he hugs him, pressed closer when they fight over 
video games on the couch, preened under Chuuya’s fingers when he 
strokes him on the head. Maybe for Dazai, kissing is just a step up 
from that. Just another way to wrangle some form of intimacy that he 
refuses to admit that he wants. 


Honestly, Chuuya doesn’t care much. Dazai’s much more tolerable 
when he isn't talking, and Chuuya /ikes kissing. He likes the way he 
can feel the breath of another person sinking into his lungs, likes the 
way his blood thrums with the contact, likes licking his way into 
someone else’s very being. Because despite everything else, kissing 
is honest. He wants to kiss Dazai. And Dazai, for some unknown 
reason, wants to kiss him too. 


They move to the couch, falling over each other, argument all but 
forgotten. When they finally separate, Dazai looks dazed, hair falling 
over his eyes, lips shiny with spit. 


‘l-" he tries, but his voice breaks. He clears his throat, shaking his 
head fiercely. “I fucking hate you, Chuuya.” 


“Likewise,” Chuuya replies, refusing to let Dazai notice the way his 
heart is trembling from the way Dazai said his name. 


“We should. Uh. Do that m-more,” Dazai stammers out. Chuuya 
stares at him, dumbfounded. 


Did he actually break Dazai? Did he completely snap the last 
synapses in the mackerel’s brain? Because that’s the first time, ever, 
that Chuuya has heard Dazai ask for anything he wants. EVER. 


Dazai, meanwhile, is screaming internally at himself. Why did he say 
that out loud? It’s like his brain had been fried the entire time he had 
been kissing Chuuya, and then the second they parted, Dazai’s 
stupid filter apparently just hadn’t come back online for a hot second. 
His entire brain is still trying to grind awake, apparently halted at 
Chuuya-town or something, because he really can’t think about 
anything at all. 


God, why did he say that out loud? 


Where is the perfect Demon Prodigy with similarly perfect control 
over all his thoughts and actions? Why is he being so impulsive? 
Why can't he stop? 


“Sure,” Chuuya shrugs, and Dazai nearly keels over in relief. “I 
mean, it’s not like it means anything. It’s just kissing.” 


“Just kissing,” Dazai manages to force out, still half catatonic. “We-— 
North. We were going to track down North. And then the rest of the 
Cardinals.” 


Slowly, one neuron at a time, his brain decides to finally come back 
online. Dazai immediately starts checking his phone, requesting 
information from some informants at the mafia. He dives into his 
work, trying desperately not to think about Chuuya or his kisses. 


Chuuya slides into place next to him, noting down bits and pieces of 
information that he thinks is relevant. It’s part of their partnership 
now; although Dazai is the grand strategist, with plans too large for 
anyone else to comprehend, Chuuya’s instincts are phenomenal. He 
can tell when something is going to be useful. And Dazai has no 


problem taking advantage of those instincts. It’s his right as 
Chuuya’s master, after all. 


They spend the rest of the day in a similar fashion, working until they 
inevitably devolve into arguments that devolve into heated make out 
sessions. Neither of them will admit it, but it’s nice. Dazai refuses to 
think about why he likes it so much, when he hates any type of touch 
from anyone but Chuuya. Chuuya knows that he’s in love with Dazai, 
but kissing is so fun that he almost doesn’t care that Dazai doesn't 
feel the same. After all, kissing Dazai is still one way to have him, 
and having some of him is better than having none of him. 


What neither of them will admit, not even to themselves, is that the 
kisses are so nice because of their unshakeable trust in each other. 
However cruel and acerbic Dazai might be, he would never offer 
anything Chuuya says or does to anyone else. And however angry 
and frustrated Chuuya might be, he would never throw Dazai’s 
words or actions against him. Not when they’re vulnerable like this. 


Mori would tell them that’s the true power of Soukoku, that 
unspoken, unbreakable trust. But the two of them know better. It’s 
the trust that allows them to be more than Soukoku. It lets them be 
Dazai-and-Chuuya, sixteen-almost-seventeen, children trying to 
survive in a world too cruel to leave either of them alone. 


For the first time ever, Dazai feels something warm bubbling up in 
his chest, and he isn’t afraid. 


“Something happened,” Murata declares on Monday morning, 
slamming her textbook onto Sato’s desk. Sato groans, tilting her 
head up just slightly. It feels like everything weighs a hundred tons, 
as if lifting her head weighs as much as an elephant’s. She’s 
exhausted, and Murata is way too excited about...something. 


“Midterms,” Sato says dully, as if that explains everything. In a way, it 
kind of does. All the Shukuichi students have been pulling long 


nights of studying, including her. She’d only gotten three hours of 
sleep the previous night, and now she’s paying the price for it. 


“Look at them!” Murata hisses. Sato turns her head slowly, as if 
moving through molasses. Then she spots what Murata is pointing at 
and suddenly she’s way more awake. 


Tsushima is limping— limping ?!-- into the classroom, with Kashimura 
supporting him. There’s something very tender about the whole 
thing, and also— 


“Super fucking gay,” Murata whispers. “Oh my God. Did they finally 
do it? Did they finally get together, all by themselves? We didn’t even 
have to actuate any plans!” 


“No way,” Sato hisses. “Have you learned nothing? They wouldn't 
know their feelings if they banged them in the head with a 
saucepan!” 


Their muttering is interrupted by Takeda, who flies into the room, 
running way too fast to be within school rules, slamming a copy of 
today’s tabloids down in front of them. 


“Look!” he nearly shouts, and Murata pointedly pounds him on the 
back. “Upstart Tokyo Gang Declares War On the Yokohama Port 
Mafia!” 


“Not this again,” Murata groans. “Why. Why do you have to do this 
every day. Takeda.” She picks up the tabloid, flipping through it. “This 
isn't even a reputable source! This is, like, a gossip mag.” 


“They post what the normal newspapers are too afraid to,” Takeda 
says imperiously. “That's not the point. Apparently the Port Mafia 
launched an offensive against one of the leaders of the Compass of 
the Rising Sun—that’s the ‘upstart gang’--and now they’re really upset 
and have sworn to take down the mafia!” 


“What’s that gotta do with us?” Sato yawns. She’s still watching 
Tsushima and Kashimura out of the corner of her eye, trying to 

deduce if something as significant as a relationship change had 
happened over the weekend. 


“Look at this map,” Takeda demands, pulling out yet another piece of 
paper, this one covered in blocks of varying color. “This is how they 
divide up their areas, y’see—look, here’s Shukuichi...” 


Indeed, the area around Shukuichi is covered in blotches of color, 
making the map nearly impossible to read. 


“| don’t know what this means,” Murata says flatly. Takeda 
harrumphs. 


“It means, ” Takeda says excitedly, “that Shukuichi is the midpoint 
between Port Mafia and Compass territory. See, I’ve marked the 
mafia out in blue—yeah, they’re not really in Tokyo—and the Compass 
is in yellow here—” 


“What’s all the red?” Sato asks. Large blocks of the city are covered 
in red highlighter, as if scribbled on indiscriminately. 


“That's yakuza territory. They control most of Tokyo—obviously—as 
they’re the largest underground org here.” 


“And this...green?” Sato pokes at a couple of green dots. 

“Soybean mafia,” Takeda replies promptly. Sato nearly chokes. 

“ Soybean mafia? The fuck does that mean?” 

“Exactly what it sounds like. Except they're really more active in the 
countryside, particularly Hokkaido, ‘cause that’s where soybeans are 


grown. In Tokyo, they really just have a couple of satellite offices.” 


“How do you even know all this?” Murata says, glaring at the 
offending map. Takeda practically beams with pride. 


“You'd be surprised what you can find on the Internet if you dig deep 
enough. Also, the dark web is a terrifying yet oddly useful place,” he 
says enthusiastically. “Look, | even dug up some old stuff on Project 
A. Apparently it’s connected heavily to the underground crime 
syndicates.” 


“You're insane, Takeda. An absolute psychopath,” Murata declares. 
“But. Tell me more about Project A.” 


“_..Because it’s part of your history project?” 
“Because it’s part of my history project.” 


“Okay, well, so | printed out most of what | found...yeah, | knew 
you'd ask for it, Murata, obviously you would. The biggest nerd of us 
all, that’s what you are. But see, we get a lot of different mentions 
about Project A starting about thirteen, fourteen years ago. It’s all 
really messy and a lot of it doesn’t add up, but there’s one word that 
starts cropping up more and more over the years.” Takeda flips a 
page and points triumphantly. 


“ Arahabaki,” Murata reads. Behind them, a pencil snaps. Sato 
glances up to see the broken pieces of wood in Kashimura’s hand, 
who seems just as surprised as they are. 


“Exactly! At first, | thought it was just another random code word or 
name-there’s a lot of those, like Gentle Forest or Randou—but it kept 
coming up. In different places too.” 


“Okay, but what the hell is an Arahabaki?” Murata asks. “I’ve literally 
never heard of it.” 


“Not an it, Murata,” Takeda reprimands. “He’s an old folk god. 
There’s loads of shrines for him up in Tohoku. He’s got a lot of mixed 
origins, y’know, the way that all the old folk gods do. Some people 
say he’s a snake god, others say he was a guardian god of sorts, 
and | read this one theory that said he might've produced...iron. But 
the one thing they all have in common is that in every lineage, 


Arahabaki brings about devastation. It’s wild. I’ve taken to calling him 
the god of destruction myself, but I’m sure the historical scholars 
would gut me for it.” 


“Project A...Project Arahabaki?” Sato whispers. Takeda nods 
gleefully. 


“That's my theory too. They weren't just trying to create an Ability 
user for the war. They were trying to create a god—a god that, in 
every reference we know of, has always meant destruction.” 


“_..How in the world am | going to cite this?” Murata groans. “I can’t 
just put a link to the dark web!” 


Takeda shrugs, as if it’s the last thing he cares about. 


“True, but now you Know. And look, there’s even more stuff...how 
Black No. 12 is directly connected to Project A, see here... 
Apparently two of the Transcendentals disappeared exactly as the 
Suribachi City explosion happened...crazy coincidence, right? And 
the theory goes that Black No. 12 was one of those 
Transcendentals.” 


“This is a conspiracy theory,” Murata remarks plainly. “Seriously. 
What the hell.” 


“But you're starting to think | might be right,” Takeda says 
triumphantly, and yeah. Murata kind of is. 


What the hell is the world coming to? Takeda, convincing her of his 
Crazy conspiracies? God, she must be more tired than she thought. 


Behind them, Kashimura walks up and looks at the folder, full of 
pieced together information about Project A. 


“Huh,” he says, something dark and unreadable in his eyes. “It... 
sounds like crazy ramblings. Uh. No offense. But it’s just...” 


“Unbelievable, | know,” Takeda sighs. “That's what everyone says. 
But just you wait! One day you'll see; you'll all see. I’m right.” 


“| certainly hope you're not,” Kashimura says, flicking through the 
folder. “Cause it kinda sounds like this Arahabaki has the power to 
destroy all of us. And personally, I’d like to live.” 


“That's fine, that’s fine, just live on the edge, yanno? Give yourself a 
little space to be dangerous.” 


“Mm,” Kashimura hums. “Murata’s right, though. We can’t use any of 
this in our project. It’s not citable.” 


“Pll bring more information if | can dig it up,” Takeda says, completely 
disregarding Kashimura. “But! More importantly, the gang war.” 


Everyone groans in unison. 
Chapter End Notes 


Sorry again for the late update...| may have underestimated how 
much time everything takes. HOWEVER. It is here now! 


| hope you enjoy! As always, comments and kudos make my 
day *.4 


secrets and kittens 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


The “war” with the Compass of the Rising Sun isn’t nearly as 
impossible as their classmates think it is. 


Sure, it’s a tad bit sensationalized, but it /s true that the Compass 
had warned of a full offensive against the Port Mafia. And, as 
expected, it comes off the back of Dazai figuring out exactly who 
North is, along with Chuuya sending a very violent message to them. 


To be fair, they've really brought it upon themselves, what with 
targeting an executive of the Port Mafia and all. The Compass has 
no one but themselves to blame for the fallout. 


North, or Murakami Haruki, is an eccentric, middle-aged man who 
owns an antique shop full of little oddities and trinkets. But that’s just 
his day job. At night, he dons the title of Cardinal North, the most 
prominent leader of the Compass of the Rising Sun. 


From there, it’s almost laughably easy to figure out the identities of 
the rest of the cardinals. Despite being powerful, their organization 
and secrecy is far behind what the Port Mafia is used to. And Dazai 
is a security genius who created all the security protocols for the Port 
Mafia himself, so it's easy pickings when he’s faced with the 
outdated, subpar measure that the Compass had been using. 


There’s Miyamoto Yuriko, Cardinal South, who works as a 
schoolteacher during the day. Cardinal East is Basho Matsuo, a 
prominent calligrapher and naturalist. And finally, there’s Ikku 
Jippenshu, Cardinal West, who works as a personal trainer and 
martial arts instructor. 


The only things that Dazai can’t easily find information on are their 
Abilities. Clearly, they very rarely use their Abilities publicly, because 
there’s almost nothing on any supernatural powers they might have. 
In fact, most of the lower-ranked members of the Compass seem 
only tangentially aware of Abilities, and some of them don’t know 
that their Cardinals have Abilities at all. 


But it’s enough for Dazai to begin drawing out a plan for them to 
reveal theirs Abilities. The first step, of course, is having Chuuya do 
something incredibly crazy. Something that demands a response 
from the gang if they want to survive as an organization. It’s a risk, 
but it’s one that Dazai is willing to take. 


Chuuya, of course, executes it all flawlessly. He’s always had a 
penchant for destruction and violence. The execution of half a dozen 
sub-cardinals, along with their prior destruction of their warehouses, 
strikes a devastating blow against the Compass. They’re forced to 
react now, or Chuuya will simply keep taking and killing, until they 
have nothing left. 


With their hand forced, the Compass elects for the most 
straightforward and yet the most intelligent option, one that Dazai 
would have done himself in their shoes: painting the Port Mafia as 
the common enemy of Tokyo while underhandedly sabotaging their 
supply lines into the city. Right now, even Mori's having a difficult 
time getting supplies and personnel into and out of Tokyo. 


It means that, for the first time since the mission started, Dazai and 
Chuuya are truly on their own, without any support from the mafia. 
Even their information lines have dried up a little bit. 


Still, it’s nothing that the two of them haven’t handled before. They’ve 
been in worse situations with far less knowledge and still come out 
on top. But it means that Dazai is more distant now, spending hours 
planning out how they’re going to take down the Compass once and 
for all. 


It would be easier if they could just kill them all, Dazai thinks. But 
there needs to be a message. And, depending on how strong their 
Abilities are, they could be recruited into the Port Mafia. 


And, as loathe as Dazai is to admit it, he can’t underestimate his 
opponents. The Compass is strong, despite being small and clearly 
unknowledgeable about the finer points of running an organization. 


So right now, he and Chuuya are on a scouting mission. They’ve 
changed into tattered, ragged clothes, with Chuuya in a wig and 
contacts and Dazai having straightened his hair. Like this, they look 
like any other kid on the streets, hungry for a new opportunity. The 
bet is that the Compass will be desperate for fresh blood right now, 
wanting more bodies to throw at the Port Mafia and bulk up their 
ranks. The easiest place to start, of course, is with vulnerable kids 
and teens, people who have nowhere else to go. 


It's with this in mind that Dazai and Chuuya begin hanging out on 
sketchy street corners and alleyways, keeping their ears to the 
ground. 


Today, they’re out on the outskirts of Compass territory, loitering 
around on a street known for gang activity. There are a couple other 
kids around; some of them are dressed in school uniforms that have 
been modified to look more thuggish, and others are in beat up 
leather jackets and loose pants that are seemingly perfect to hide 
weapons in. 


“Ya new here?” A large, intimidating teenager dressed in an 
oversized leather coat and scuffed leather boots swaggers up to 
them, chest puffed out. “One thing ya gotta learn fast—this here’s my 
territory. So ya gonna pay up or what?” 


Chuuya meets his gaze fiercely, despite being a good foot shorter 
than the towering teen. 


“We don’t owe you shit,” he says, sliding back into his street accent 
that Kouyou had spent months drilling out of him. “We ain’t here for 


you, and we're not gonna pay you anything.” 


The other teen laughs mockingly, turning to his three lackeys, who 
are following him obediently. 


“Ya hear that, fellas? This little shorty here thinks he’s got a say in it!” 
He turns back to Chuuya, expression turning into a scowl. 


“Let's see. If ya hand over all you got right now, and get down on yer 
knees and beg...!| might show some mercy. Hmm?” 


“Eat shit,” Chuuya retorts, and punches the thug in the face. That’s 
apparently the signal for the other three guys to get involved, 
because they all lunge at Chuuya simultaneously. 


But Chuuya isn’t the best martial artist in the Port Mafia for nothing. 
He didn't train, day and night, with his sadistic asshole of a brother to 
not kick ass. 


Chuuya doesn't even use his Ability. But in ten seconds flat, all four 
of the teenagers are on the ground, groaning in pain as Chuuya 
stomps on the ankle of their leader. 


“You're fuckin’ lucky | ain’t here for your territory,” Chuuya snarls. 
“Pick your fights better next time, bitch.” 


He finishes with one last stomp to the mouth, leaving the hulking 
teen gasping for breath, choking on his own blood. 


From behind him, Dazai clicks his tongue twice, as if simply 
surveying the mess that Chuuya made. But Chuuya knows better. 
It's a signal. 


Someone is watching. They took the bait. 
Sure enough, when Chuuya straightens up from beating the shit out 


of the four teenagers, there’s two other men watching him intently, 
leaning on the decrepit fence. Both of them are slightly better 


dressed than the average street urchin, though not by much. What’s 
most obvious, however, is their matching jackets and the emblem of 
a red rose over a golden compass on their chests. 


“Ye fight pretty good, laddy,” one of them says. “Name’s Fukuda. 
Whaddya say we find a better use for yer talents?” 


“Depends,” Chuuya says, slouching back and putting his hands in 
his pockets. He looks like every other obstinate, edgy teenager with 
just a little too much power. “Can he come too?” He tips his head at 
Dazai, who waves meekly, pretending to be scared. 


“Ye wanna be saddled with some useless weight like that?” 


“Oh, he’d kick your asses too if | wasn’t here,” Chuuya says. “Don’t 
judge him by how he looks. He’s sneaky and crafty. Best informant 
and spy you'll ever meet.” 


Fukuda and his buddy exchange glances, as if debating something, 
and then nod. 


“Deal,” Fukuda says, holding out his large, grimy hand to shake. 
Chuuya takes it without a second thought and shakes firmly, letting 
the man know that he will not be cowed. 


Fifteen minutes later, the four of them find themselves deep into 
Compass territory, sitting in an old, abandoned house. Fukuda pulls 
out a pack of cigarettes, offering it to Chuuya and Dazai. 


“Smokes?” 


“Don’t mind if | do,” Chuuya says, swiping one. In one fluid motion, 
he nicks Fukuda’s lighter, lights his own cigarette, and tosses it back 
to him. Fukuda whistles. 


“Not bad, eh, Oshita?” He nudges the other man with an elbow. 
Oshita looks up at them begrudgingly, eyes full of contempt. 


“I'll be frank,” he says, voice much smoother and more refined than 
Fukuda. “You're here because we would like you to be part of our 
organization.” 


“And what's that, hun?” Chuuya says aggressively. 
“Have you ever heard of the Compass of the Rising Sun?” 
“Nope,” Dazai replies, drawing out the syllables. Fukuda grunts. 


“Well, we’re the greatest organization in Japan,” Oshita says. There’s 
a fervent flame in his eyes now, as if he truly believes what he’s 
saying. “The Compass of the Rising Sun is dedicated to ushering 
Japan into a new age. Have you seen the mess that this country is 
right now? Rampant crime, unchecked power, people repressed and 
stifled...and people like us, out on the streets, with no one to help us. 
No one except the Compass.” Oshita leans in closer, the gleam in 
his eyes burning with fervor. 


“The Compass of the Rising Sun can change all of that. Our leaders, 
the Cardinals—they’ve already made huge strides in changing lives. 
Look at us here. All of us, we were homeless once, stuck in gangs 
that took more from us than they gave. But here, in Compass 
territory? We never go hungry. We’ve got people who care. Imagine 
if all of Japan was that way—for the people. You guys won’t have to 
go hungry anymore. You can have decent clothes, a roof over your 
head; you can do whatever you like.” 


“And what's the catch?” Dazai asks, arms crossed defensively. He’s 
playing the part of a reluctant, petulant teenager perfectly. Even 
Chuuya’s kind of impressed. 


“You support the Compass in their bid for power,” Oshita replies 
immediately. “You'll see. The Cardinals...there’s nothing like them. 
They walk in the room, and you can ftel/ they’re a different caliber of 
person. They'll be the ones to usher in a new age to Japan.” 


“You really believe in them, huh?” Chuuya says, pretending to think 
about it. “Can |...can we consider it? Give you an answer later?” 


Fukuda and Oshita exchange looks. 


“It's against policy to let newbies leave,” Fukuda grumbles. “Too easy 
to leak information.” 


“Then can you tell us a little more, at least? It’s just...this is a big 
decision, y know?” Dazai says. Oshita sighs. 


“Fine, that | can do. What do you want to know?” 


“What makes you so certain in their abilities? What makes them 
special? Why should we trust you?” 


At this, Oshita sighs, puffing out a cloud of smoke from his cigarette. 


“lll let you in on a secret, laddie,” he says. “Because | like you. But 
this stays between us here, all right? You tell no one.” 


“| swear,” Chuuya says. 
“Me too,” Dazai chimes in. 


“Cause if you don’t...well, you might have beat those second-rate 
thugs. But even you can’t face both of us when we’re serious.” 


To emphasize his words, Oshita pulls out a gun, flicks the safety off, 
and shoots the ceiling. 


Bang! 


“Now that we’re clear,” he says into the silence, “let me tell you a 
little more.” 


He crosses his legs, clearly pleased at the shocked and terrified 
expressions on the two teenagers’ faces. Internally, however, Dazai 
is very happy with this outcome. That means that the two of them are 


willing to spill almost everything they know about the Compass, and 
that sort of cockiness is invaluable. 


“There’s a rumor floating around the Compass, y’see. Says that our 
Cardinals are Ability users. You and |, we’ve both never seen a real 
Ability user in our lives, but let me tell you. They're powerful beyond 
compare. Most of ‘em are in the government or with the yakuza. The 
Port Mafia’s got a couple. But a// of our Cardinals, all four of them... 
they've all got Abilities. And they’re strong too. Strong enough to 
take over the world.” 


Fukuda nods, clearly egging on Oshita to keep talking. Chuuya tries 
his best to look impressed, as if he doesn’t know that two of the most 
powerful Ability users in the world are sitting in the room right at this 
very moment. As if he doesn't know that his own Ability can be 
world-ending. 


“We don’t know exactly what all their Abilities are, of course. Top 
secret. But I’ve used Cardinal East’s Ability before. It’s...truly 
incredible.” There’s a rapturous quality to his voice, as if he’s 
speaking of a god. 


“Imagine...pathways to anywhere, all over the world. Pathways that 
you can traverse in a split second, allowing you to be anywhere at 
any time. That’s what his Ability is like. And most impressively, he 
can take whatever he wants with him. There were a dozen of us that 
he took on those pathways. He took all of us and more.” 


Dazai’s brow furrows. Almost...a teleportation type Ability. The 
question is, then, if it’s instantaneous or if it requires time to set up. 
And, if it is instantaneous, if there’s a trigger for it. 


“And are all their Abilities this strong?” Chuuya asks, easily moving 
the conversation along. Oshita nods. 


“Cardinal North’s Ability is the strongest of all. I've heard that 
whenever he uses it...well, no one has ever escaped it. And 


somehow, it allows him to glean information that should be 
impossible to acquire.” 


“| see,” Chuuya hums. Dazai’s eyes glint in the low light, like a 
madman seeing the light of day, and Chuuya knows that their 
audience is over. 


With the smooth speed of someone who's been training for this their 
whole life, Dazai swipes the gun from Fukuda and puts a bullet and 
each of their skulls. They’re dead before they can even react. 


“Let’s go, chibi,” Dazai says nonchalantly, dropping the smoking gun 
on the ground. 


“Showoff,” Chuuya mutters. Just for good measure, he breaks their 
jaws again, then looks at the gun consideringly. 


“If | don’t shoot them three times...do you think they'll still know it 
was the Port Mafia?” 


“Can't guarantee it,” Dazai says. “But that gun doesn’t have any 
more bullets anyways.” 


” 


“Hmm. 


The red flare of Tainted activates, and Chuuya retrieves one of the 
bullets from Fukuda’s brain. With terrifying precision, he punches two 
more bullet holes in him, and then does the same to Oshita. Dazai 
whistles. 


“Look at the puppy! He’s starting to learn some new tricks!” 


“Fuck off!” Chuuya snarls. He steps over the two corpses and then 
stomps out of the house with all the teenage angst and rage that 
he’d ostensibly left behind when he’d joined the Port Mafia. 


Dazai sighs and shakes his head indulgently, as if he’s doing a great 
favor by letting Chuuya behave as he is. But he follows Chuuya out 


of Compass territory anyways, making sure to steer clear of anyone 
who might be watching. 


This interrogation hadn't been quite as fruitful as Dazai would have 
liked, but at least they’ve got something to go off of now. The 
knowledge of half of the Cardinals’ Abilities is enough to begin a 
plan, even if it’s not enough to take them down entirely. They'll have 
to find other methods to get information on South and West. But the 
gears in his head are beginning to turn, and that usually spells out 
total annihilation for Dazai’s opponents. 


The sun is nearly setting as they make their way back to Shukuichi. 
This late into the year, most of the trees have lost their leaves. It’s 
cold too, but you'd never know it by just looking at Chuuya. He’s 
sauntering forward confidently, body posture loose and open. His 
jacket is unzipped, revealing his graphic tee; an active choice in 
order to make him seem like more of a delinquent. His nose and 
ears don’t even burn red in the cold. 


“Look, Dazai!” Chuuya calls, pointing to a convenience store just off 
the side of the road. “Il wanna get some ice cream.” 


“,..Chibi, it's about zero degrees right now. Why do you want ice 
cream? You wanna be cold inside and out?” 


Chuuya frowns, and from this angle, it almost looks like a pout. 


“Because ice cream is tasty? And cold food is still good, even in 
winter!” 


What a very Chuuya thing to say, Dazai thinks. Outwardly, he just 
shrugs. 


“If slug wants to freeze his brains out, he’s welcome to go ahead,” he 
says. Chuuya jerks one shoulder back, a sign that he’s heard Dazai, 
and then he disappears into the store. 


Minutes later, he comes out holding a wrapped popsicle. It’s one of 
those double-stick ones that kids love splitting and eating in the 
summer, all cold juices and sticky sweetness. 


Dazai watches curiously as Chuuya peels the wrapper off, sticking 
the trash in his pocket before he takes the two sticks in the popsicle 
and splits it in half. He sticks one of the popsicle halves in his mouth 
and holds the other one out to Dazai expectantly. 


“Here,” Chuuya says. Dazai stares at the icy blue of the popsicle as 
if he’s never seen anything like it before. 


“What?” he says dumbly. Chuuya snorts, and then shoves the 
popsicle in Dazai’s mouth. Dazai nearly chokes on it, gagging a bit 
as it hits the back of his throat. 


“ Itadakimasu,” Chuuya giggles, and lord, Dazai could live and die by 
that laugh. 


Chuuya plops down on the street curb, licking at his popsicle 
enthusiastically. It’s almost comical, how into it he is. 


“Slow down, chibi. Have you never had a popsicle before?” He takes 
a lick of his own. It’s surprisingly good, with a sweet, tart flavor that’s 
just refreshing enough that he kind of wishes the weather was hot 
instead of cold. 


“Had ‘em before, but just once,” Chuuya shrugs. “The kids in the 
Sheep really liked them, but we couldn’t afford to buy enough for all 
of us—needed real food too, y’know-so | got to taste one once when 
Shirase shared his with me.” 


Dazai frowns, a plethora of thoughts running through his head. 


Isn’t Shirase older than you? Why did he get one and you didn’t? 
Also, aren’t popsicles about a hundred yen apiece? How poor were 
you guys? 


... You shared a popsicle with Shirase? 


Suddenly, his own blue popsicle doesn’t look as good anymore. 
Chuuya catches the look on his face and snorts. 


“He was basically forced to share it,” Chuuya says, sighing. “Yuan 
wouldn't shut up about how unfair it was that I’d never tasted ice 
cream before. | mean, to be fair, she did have a point—ice cream 
would be my lifeblood if | had my way. But he just kinda broke a 
piece off for me while at knifepoint. Oh, Yuan. She threatened him 
with bodily harm all the time.” 


Mollified, Dazai settles down next to Chuuya. The concrete is cold 
and hard on his ass, but he almost doesn’t notice, not with the way 
Chuuya’s eyes are glittering as he eats his treat. He looks genuinely 
happy, and Dazai is suddenly struck with the realization that he 
hasn't seen Chuuya happy in a long, long time. Not since... 


Not since the Flags died. 


It’s one of the things that Dazai almost unconsciously holds against 
them, he realizes. When they died, it’s like the little bit of Chuuya that 
was still a kid died with them. Chuuya had become sterner and 
angrier after they’d been killed, as if something was taken from him 
and he'd had no choice but to replace it with rage. 


Dazai thinks that he might buy Chuuya ice cream every day if it 
means that he'll smile like that every time. 


“S’good, Oshamoo,” Chuuya gets out around a mouthful of ice 
cream. Dazai nearly has a conniption on the spot. Oshamoo? With 
his cheeks chubby with ice cream? How dare he? How dare Chuuya 
be so endearing? 


“It is,” Dazai agrees, mindlessly taking a bite of his own and instantly 
regretting it. His teeth hurt from the cold and it feels like his entire 
head goes numb. “Ack.” 


Chuuya laughs again, this time full and loud, and suddenly Dazai 
doesn't feel so cold anymore. 


“You got brain freeze,” he chuckles, and Dazai kind of doesn’t even 
care that Chuuya’s laughing at his expense. He pouts, staring at the 
popsicle as if it's personally offended him. 


“Stupid popsicle,” he mutters. “It’s attacking me.” 


“Dazai...the popsicle didn’t attack you. You just bit into it and chewed 
it. Like a psychopath.” 


“Well, firstly, | am a psychopath, thank you very much. Haven't you 
read my files? Secondly, it’s a sleeper agent. | was ambushed! | 
didn’t expect it!” 


“How did you not know it would give you brain freeze if you bit into 
it? Even / knew that, and I’ve only eaten these things once before.” 


“?’m not an entire encyclopedia,” Dazai sniffs haughtily. “I just know 
almost everything. Brain freeze has never been useful in formulating 
a master plan, I'll have you know.” 


“Mm, well, you never know,” Chuuya says. “Maybe one day we'll 
carry out an operation and we'll have to brain freeze our victim.” 


Dazai gasps in mock horror. 


“Chuuya! You’d subject someone to such...such abject horror as 
their brain not working?” 


“You literally just shot two guys without remorse,” Chuuya points out. 
Dazai inclines his head. 


“Not entirely the same. Obviously the most terrifying thing in the 
world is when you can’t think straight. And brain freeze is a culprit to 
that!” 


“You're so dumb, mackerel.” 


It's said with so much warmth and affection that it catches Dazai 
momentarily off guard. He...likes it? But how could he like being 
called dumb? It demeans his entire existence! 


And yet, sitting on this cold curb with Chuuya, eating ice cream in 
winter, he does like it. He’s not even cold anymore, which is 
definitely strange, considering how easily he gets cold. There’s just 
something nice and warm bubbling up inside him, and it seems to 
heat him up from the inside out. 


For once in his life, Dazai feels like a normal teenager, hanging out 
with a friend, sharing some food together. It’s...nice. He wonders if 
this is what he could have had if he hadn’t joined the Mafia. 


...Ah, but if he never joined the Mafia, then he never would have met 
Chuuya. And really, this whole thing is pointless without him, isn’t it? 


Still, it’s not so bad, breathing in the icy air, listening to Chuuya laugh 
and banter with him. It almost... 


It almost makes him grateful that he’s alive for it. 


“So, after careful review of all of your submissions—thank you for 
them, by the way; they're all very creative—we've picked the top three 
plans most likely to work. We'll actuate them within the week.” 


Once again, Murata stands in front of a group of nonplussed 
teenagers, all very fed up with the disgusting displays that Tsushima 
and Kashimura put up on the regular. 


“Can we not do anything too much this week? Cause, like, midterms, 
you know?” 


There’s a smattering of agreement around the room, every student 
concerned with their grades. Murata sighs. This is the problem with 
going to such a high-achieving school, she thinks. No one wants to 
slack off. It’s almost like they all want to be straight A students! 


“| think they’ve been getting closer just by studying,” Sato pipes up. “I 
saw Kashimura was studying really hard for, like, Lit | think? And he 
was having a hard time, and Tsushima was helping him.” 


“| want my boyfriend to help me study,” one girl sighs. More murmurs 
of agreement fill the room. 


“You're all nerds,” Takeda says, looking up from where he’s flipping 
through a 3-inch thick binder, stuffed to the brim with paper and 
highlighted notes. It’s a genuinely impressive stack of study 
materials—that is, if they are study materials at all and not more 
conspiracy theories and true crime cases. 


“Pot, kettle, black,” Murata fires back. “Anyways. Midterms are 
important, yes, but you know what’s even more important? Saving 
your own sanity. We won't do anything crazy until next week, when 
midterms are over, but we must start now if we are to meet our 
goals!” 


With a flourish, Murata brings up the slides she’s prepared for this 
very moment. 


“How many of you are doing Kashimura’s weekly physics review 
session?” 


Most of the second year students’ hands shoot up. Murata does a 
count—about fifteen kids, all of wnom have borne witness to 
Kashimura and Tsushima’s disgusting PDA more than once. 


“And who else is always there? Never misses a session? That’s 
right, Tsushima. Guys, it’s the perfect opportunity. There are no 
teachers, and they are at our mercy for once. We outnumber them 
fifteen to two.” 


“So what is the plan?” a dude calls from the back. Murata shoots him 
a glare. 


“I’m getting to it, Fujioka. Sato, if you would?” 


Sato flounces up to the podium, keenly aware of the two dozen pairs 
of eyes staring at her. She clears her throat, slipping naturally into 
her public speech role. 


“The first step is, of course, making the two of them realize that they 
have feelings for each other. Therefore, we need to have a 
conversation within hearing range of them about our types and how 
we feel when we have a crush on someone. With any luck, the two 
of them will realize that’s how they feel about each other. If that 
doesn’t work, we'll drag them into the conversation, asking after their 
preferred type. To help with this, I’ve brought this.” Sato waves a 
girls’ magazine in front of them, turned open to a page that reads 
“Take This Quiz To Discover Your Ideal Type!” 


“Okay, but they’re two dudes. They'd never agree to take a quiz 
like that,” a third year snorts. Sato shakes her head. 


“ve never seen Kashimura actually refuse to do something that’s 
asked of him—other than that one time when we all wanted one-on- 
one tutoring. Also, Tsushima loves these types of quizzes. | know, 
because | saw him taking a Cosmopolitan quiz once. No straight guy 
takes Cosmopolitan quizzes. He’ll be down for it.” 


“And the next step of our plan is...post-midterms karaoke!” Murata 
butts in, beaming. “We'll invite them to karaoke with us, and then 
we'll play the King’s Game. We'll rig it so we know exactly what their 
numbers are, and then we’ll have them...mm. You know.” She 
wiggles her eyebrows for maximum effect. “Acceptable actions 
include but are not limited to: sitting in laps, a short kiss on the lips, 
kisses on the cheeks, prolonged hugging, hair braiding, light 
stripping—I said light; that means the pants stay on—and sexy 
dancing. Any questions?” 


Most of the hands in the room immediately shoot up. Murata sighs. 
“You in the back. Yes?” 


“How many of us have to go to karaoke?” 


“It ll mostly be second years, especially those of us in their class. 
You!” 


“Take pictures, please!” 
“Of course; Sato’s got that covered. Next!” 


On and on and on it goes. For such a simple plan, there are sure are 
a lot of concerns, Sato thinks. Some are worried about the execution 
of such a plan. Others are shouting out logistical concerns. Still 
others wonder how in the world they'll be able to tell if Tsushima and 
Kashimura have realized their feelings for each other. Al/ of them are 
taking notes. 


Fuckin’ nerds. 


Yet it brings a warm feeling to Sato’s heart. All of them here have 
been tortured relentlessly by Tsushima and Kashimura’s will-they- 
won’t-they dance. Most of the girls and even some of the guys in 
here have or had crushes on one, if not both, of them. They’re all 
suffering through the same thing. In a way, it's empowering. There’s 
camaraderie here, born of adolescent torture. 


Sato wonders how Kashimura and Tsushima would react if they 
knew that there was a whole student society dedicated to getting 
them together. Kashimura would probably take it in stride and laugh 
it off, and Tsushima would probably demand to join himself. 


She wonders if there’s more to the story than she knows. 
Sometimes, she thinks that Kashimura and Tsushima are a bit too 
close for people that have only known each other for a couple of 
months. There’s a certain fluidity to their actions, their movements, 
that make it seem like they’re always orbiting around each other. 
Even she and Murata don’t act like that. 


But then again, Tsushima and Kashimura are basically soulmates. 
Sure, Sato doesn’t really believe in the concept, but if there’s anyone 
in the whole world who could convince her that soulmates really 


existed, it would be these two. They’re made for each other. Of that, 
she’s certain. They feel like two hearts beating as one, like one soul 
split into two bodies. Tsushima completes Kashimura in a way that 
she can’t quite describe, and Kashimura does the same for 
Tsushima. 


Because in between the bickering and the endless fighting, the gross 
PDA and the disgusting flirting, there’s genuine, real care in there. 
Sato can see it. It’s the type of care that she really only sees in 
shoujo manga or otome games. She’d once made peace with the 
fact that it doesn’t exist, not in the real world. 


But Kashimura and Tsushima? They make her wonder. Are they one 
in a billion...or can Sato find someone like that for herself too? Sato 
hasn’t had a boyfriend before, and it’s something that makes 
something ache painfully in her heart. 


For the first time in a very long time, since the moment she found out 
that the two were absolutely whipped for each other, Sato wishes 
that it’s her instead that holds the weight of Kashimura’s gaze rather 
than Tsushima. 


Chapter End Notes 


Thank you all so much for reading! As always, comments and 
kudos make my day “_* 


midterms are the ninth circle of hell 


Chapter Summary 


Exams suck. Even for mafiosos who ride the line of life and 
death every single day. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“| hate this!” Chuuya screams, pulling at his hair. “I’m gonna fuckin’ 
kill myself!” 


“That’s my thing,” Dazai complains, leaning back in his chair. Chuuya 
doesn't even spare a look at him, seemingly intent on ripping out his 
own hair instead. 


“Fucking—fucking fuck! Who the fuck cares about the difference 
between connotation and denotation! Not fucking me!” 


“| can't believe this is the thing that takes you out,” Dazai muses, 
now staring directly at Chuuya. “Imagine that. The Crimson 
Harbinger of the Port Mafia, killed by...midterms.” 


“Oh, like you can talk!” Chuuya snaps. “ You’ve got it easy, being a 
genius in everything. Fuck you! | can’t remember all this shit!” 


“You've got physics under your belt,” Dazai points out. “And your 
math is fine. And your history is fine now too, what with all the 
research we did. | really don’t see what you’re complaining about, 
slug. That’s half your classes you don’t need to worry about.” 


“Okay, first of all, my math is not fine. It just makes sense when it’s 
applied. Secondly, THERE’S FOUR OTHER CLASSES THAT 
FUCKING SUCK.” 


“One of them is /iterally physical education,” Dazai points out. “And 
you're like. Ninety-nine percent muscle mass or something.” 


“Dazai,” Chuuya growls, clearly fed up, “Il am going to skewer you 
where you sit. Fuck off or be helpful!” 


“Rage pillow?” Dazai offers, picking up the large fish plushie from 
Chuuya’s bed. He waves it teasingly in front of Chuuya’s face, a 
second away from breaking into a snicker. Chuuya glowers at him 
and snatches the plushie away before burying his face in it and 
screaming. 


Thank God their room is soundproof. Chuuya is really very loud. 


(For a split second, Dazai wonders if Chuuya is just as noisy under... 
other circumstances, but he pushes that thought away as soon as it 
comes.) 


After a good couple minutes of rage-filled yells, Chuuya finally lifts 
his head from the plushie and chucks it back onto his bed. 


“Dazai, come here and tell me how the fuck this shit works,” Chuuya 
demands, voice a little husky from the unabashed screaming he’d 
just done. Dazai apparently just doesn’t have a working brain 
anymore, because he does as Chuuya asks without a second 
thought. 


It’s the voice. It’s definitely the voice. Chuuya’s voice has gotten 
deeper and raspier since the Dazai had met him as a screaming 
fifteen-year-old, and now, on the other side of puberty, it’s actually... 
nice? 


“Useless, slimy little slug,” Dazai mumbles. He listlessly drags his 
chair over to Chuuya and plops down. “Okay. Your first mistake—I 
don't think you read this through all the way.” 


“How,” Chuuya demands. “How did | not read it all the way?” 


“Easy mistake to make,” Dazai says blithely. “You know, most people 
miss the last...twenty pages of a book. Yep.” 


Chuuya’s head hits the table with a dull thunk. 
“I’m so doomed,” he whispers. 


It’s been like this for the past three days, ever since Chuuya realized 
that oh shit they have midterms in a week and he’s not studied at all. 
Getting put on academic probation—or worse, expelled—is an 
absolutely no-no for the mission. But if Chuuya fails his midterms, 
that’s exactly what will happen. 


The problem, however, is that Chuuya has never been to school 
before. The concept of “written tests” is a totally foreign thing to him. 
His “tests” in the mafia usually consist of grueling hours of training 
followed by a life or death situation that puts all of his abilities on the 
line. Sometimes, Verlaine or Mori will test him by sending a skilled 
assassin after him, or putting him in the torture dungeons for a 
couple of hours, or sending him on a mission that’s far too 
dangerous to be anything but a test, or— 


Well. One gets the picture. 


Chuuya had completely failed his first two tests at Shukuichi 
because of his unfamiliarity with how it all works. A lot of the 
methodology is entirely alien to him, completely out of line with his 
skills. Dazai, on the other hand, has had an easy time of it. He’s 
done his job perfectly—top ten in the class, every single time. Not 
high enough to be truly noteworthy, but nowhere close to failing and 
still in good standing. 


Chuuya...is a little iffier. His rankings have risen and fallen, 
fluctuating constantly. Sometimes, he’s ranked higher than Dazai. 
Other times, he’s near the bottom of the class. But one thing’s for 
sure. 


If he doesn’t pass his midterms with flying colors, Mori will kill him. 


... hen again, he might just kill himself, with the way that studying is 
going. 


He doesn’t understand how learning entire languages, doing mission 
report after mission report, and memorizing every nook and cranny 
of Dazai’s far too grandiose plans are all easier than this. And 
Chuuya knows he’s not stupid either. So why is this so goddamn 
difficult for him? Why can’t he focus down and get everything right? 


His desk is a complete disaster, with textbooks, papers, and writing 
utensils scattered everywhere. It kind of looks the way that he feels, 
Chuuya thinks. Only fitting. 


“Calm down, chibi,” Dazai murmurs, placing a gentle hand on the 
nape of his neck. It’s vulnerable. Threatening. But it’s grounding too. 
Dazai’s skin is cool against the heat of his body, and the frustration 
bleeds out of him as his head goes quiet. 


“Its a lot,” Chuuya admits quietly. He hates feeling vulnerable in 
front of Dazai, and yet it sometimes feels like an inevitability. “This is 
somehow worse than everything I’ve ever had to learn for any of 
your harebrained plans.” 


“_. It’s not life or death,” Dazai says quietly, as if that explains 
everything. Chuuya frowns. 


“What?” 
“Chibi learns things best under stress. When it’s life or death. No 
matter how important these exams are, you aren't seeing them as 


life-threatening.” 


“Okay, well, nothing we can do is going to make it life or death, so 
help me, goddammit.” 


Dazai sighs, and pulls up a chair next to Chuuya. 


“Right. Shall we start off with a review of literary devices?” 


“Uhm.” 


Half an hour later, Dazai is about ready to rip his hair out. Chuuya 
isn’t stupid; far from it. Dazai knows this. Chuuya knows this. So why 
is he struggling so hard to understand something so simple? 


“ Parallelism, you dumb, short, slug-brained hatrack!” he shouts, 
losing his temper as Chuuya answers wrong for the umpteenth time. 


“How the fuck was | supposed to know that?” Chuuya yells right 
back. Dazai pinches the bridge of his nose, feeling a headache 
coming on. 


“You’ve memorized every fucking thing Kouyou throws at you! 
You've spent the past two weeks reading through the most boring 
lab reports possible with me! How are you so bad at this?!” 


Chuuya slumps back, glaring angrily at Dazai. 
“If | Knew, | wouldn’t need your help, would |?” 


Dazai snaps his fingers, as if a light bulb has just turned on in his 
head. Quickly, he scribbles something down on a piece of paper, and 
then holds it up for Chuuya’s perusal. 


MOTIVATION, it reads in huge lettering. 


“_..Motivation?” Chuuya says, as if unsure of what he’s seeing. Dazai 
nods. 


“Usually, ‘motivation’ would be something along the lines of ‘get good 
at this or I'll throw you in the torture cell,’ but since we can't really do 
that at Shukuichi...how about I'll let you make me crab for lunch for 
each question you get right?” 


“That’s more like a punishment,” Chuuya growls. “Also, | literally 
can’t cook for you every day.” 


“Then...” Dazai taps a finger to his lips, and then leans in closer. He 
stops when his face is just an inch away from Chuuya, close enough 
that Chuuya can feel the heat of his skin. 


“How about this?” 


This time, the kiss is gentle and soft, full of nuance and character. 
Without thinking, Chuuya melts into it, letting Dazai kiss him, soft and 
sweet and slow. It’s nothing like all their frenzied, angered, hateful 
kisses so far, with clashing teeth and harsh bites. It’s warm. It’s 
everything he’s always wanted from Dazai, knowing that he could 
never give it. 


It feels like all too soon when Dazai pulls away, a self-satisfied smirk 
on his face. 


“Not bad, right?” he says, arms crossed expectantly. “I’ve been 
practicing!” 


“On what?” Chuuya says dumbly. Dazai waves it away. 


“Don’t you worry about it, slug. Though | read that kissing, when 
done right, feels extremely good! That’s why | thought it could be 
used as mo~ti~va~tion.” 


“...What?” 


“That's right, slug! Every time you get something right, I'll kiss you. It 
felt good, right? So it'll be good motivation!” Dazai almost looks 
proud of himself for thinking it up. Chuuya...has no idea how to 
respond. Is Dazai truly just such an idiot? Doesn’t he realize that 
kissing like that is reserved for lovers only? 


“...Fine,” he manages. His head is spinning with just how... Dazai 
this whole situation is. Has he really never learned what kissing 
means? 


But then again, he thinks as he gets another question right and 
Dazai lays his lips upon his, the stupid mackerel really probably 
hasn't. He probably has no space in his brain for things like kissing 
and love and teenage romances. He’s probably never learned what 
any of those things have to do with each other. And he can’t deny 
that it’s effective. 


Chuuya is a glutton. Of that, he has no doubt. He wants and wants, 
and he never stops in pursuit of whatever it is that he’s longing for. 
And right now, he hungers after Dazai’s kisses like a man dying of 
thirst. His little teenage heart hammers in rhythm with the way Dazai 
presses soft kisses upon him, again and again, worshipful and 
careful. He thinks he might never get enough. 


So if the easiest way to get more is by just being good at 
schoolwork...well, Chuuya really has no choice, does he? 


And Dazai is so... giving when he comes in to kiss him. It’s almost 
like he’s proud of him—or at least, Chuuya can pretend like he is. 


But what Chuuya forgets at this particular moment is that Dazai is 
selfish too. Dazai doesn't do anything that he doesn't want to do, or 
that he doesn't have a reason for. Because Dazai has discovered 
that kissing Chuuya is really quite nice, actually, and he wants to do 
it more. 


He doesn't want to think about why kissing Chuuya is so nice, or why 
his lips tingle after every touch, or why he’s being so careful and 
gentle with Chuuya when he really has no reason to be. There’s a 
feeling in his chest too, warm and bright, anytime Chuuya gets a 
question right. It’s the same feeling he gets when Odasaku tells him 
once again about his day and how he managed to not kill (again), or 
when Ango blathers on about his top-notch organization and filing 
system. 


Most importantly, it somehow works. This method of studying, 
however stupid it may be, gets Chuuya to actually focus on whatever 
it is they're working on. Chemistry becomes a breeze when earlier it 


had nearly made them strangle each other. Japanese literature is 
smooth sailing, and even history (Chuuya’s worst subject by far) is 
manageable. 


Hmm. Maybe there’s more to this whole “positive motivation" thing 
than Dazai originally thought. 


The next few days are spent in a haze of classes, kissing, revisions, 
studying, and more kissing. It’s like second nature to them now; a 
quick peck on the lips before they leave for class, more intense 
making out before they go to bed. It’s intoxicating and addicting, and 
Dazai kind of wishes he’d stopped it in its tracks, because now he 
doesn’t want to go without it. Now he’s constantly thinking about the 
way Chuuya’s lips feel on his, and since he has the unspoken 
permission to kiss him whenever...well. 


Still, in order to maintain their cover, they never kiss in public. 
Chuuya is far too fastidious about doing things right and being the 
perfect mafioso to let it be ruined by something as simple and small 
as kissing. There’s only one time it gets close, and it happens in 
physics review, of all things. 


The demand for Chuuya’s physics review sessions has skyrocketed 
with the impending deadline of midterms. And Chuuya, being the 
ideal, patient student, had agreed to hold an additional session a few 
days before midterms start. 


It seems like half of their year shows up to the review session. Even 
Chuuya, who is used to giving speeches in front of large numbers of 
mafiosos, is a little surprised by just how many people are there. 
Still, he shakes it off and starts teaching in earnest. 


Towards the middle of the classroom, Dazai notices some whispers 
floating around, along with a packet of papers of some sort. He leans 
forward, still half paying attention to whatever Chuuya’s talking about 
at the front of the classroom, but suddenly very interested in 
whatever is happening with the rest of his classmates. 


The packet passes hands closer to him, and from this angle, Dazai 
can see that it’s a Cosmopolitan magazine. It’s an English copy, and 
Dazai is kind of surprised that all these kids know enough English to 
read a lurid magazine like that. 


... Then again, English had been one of the qualifying subjects on 
their entrance exams. Dazai would wager that some of these kids 
are better at English than actual American or British people. 


The magazine in question is open on a page, headlined in large font 
with: “Take This Quiz To Discover Your Ideal Type!” 


What in the world...is this what teenagers are really like? 


“Tsushima!” Sato whispers to him. Dazai prepares himself mentally 
for dealing with her again. Like most of his classmates, she’s nice 
and well-meaning and normal, and Dazai kind of can’t stand her for 
it. But he’s been stuck working with her for so long that he’s gotten 
used to it at this point. Like a parasite, almost. 


“Yeah?” He puts on his best sunshine smile, full of the will to live and 
also insincerity. 


“You should totally take this quiz.” Without even waiting for him to 
agree, Sato slides the magazine over to him, looking at him 
expectantly. Internally, Dazai sighs. If he weren't undercover... 


Well. It’s no use thinking about what he would do if he wasn't 
undercover, but it still prickles him with annoyance that he’s now 
obligated to do this quiz. For the sake of the mission, of course. He’s 
definitely not curious about what it will say. 


Just as he’s skimming over the questions, he’s interrupted by 
Chuuya sliding into the seat next to him. 


“Slacking off again, Tsushima?” he says, voice higher and smoother 
than his normal tone of voice. Dazai’s used to it, but it still sends a 


slight prickle of unease down his back, as if something is just this 
side of wrong. 


It’s because it doesn’t sound like Chuuya, something in the back of 
his head hisses. Dazai vehemently pushes the thought away. It does 
not bother him that their undercover personas make Chuuya sound 
different. It doesn't. 


“| thought you were teaching, Kashimura-san? What are you doing 
back here?” 


“Break,” Chuuya replies, dragging his fingers back through his hair. 
“I’ve been up there for an hour. I’m exhausted.” 


“You should take this quiz too!” Sato squeals. Chuuya peers at it 
curiously, an equal mix of confusion and intrigue. 


“Ah...all right?” he says, seemingly unsure. Sato nods excitedly. 


“I'll ask the questions then; you can both answer. Number one! 
What’s your preferred hair color?” 


“,..Probably black or brown,” Chuuya says, though he looks 
uncertain. Dazai harrumphs. 


“Anything out of the ordinary!” he answers instead, ignoring the way 
that flashes of red hair run through his head. Sato notes both of their 
answers down. 


“Second question. What’s the most important trait in a partner: 
loyalty, intelligence, humor, kindness, or ambition?” 


“That’s hard. | guess...maybe ambition?” Chuuya taps his chin 
thoughtfully. 


“Easy. Loyalty,” Dazai immediately replies. “The best kind of partner 
is the kind that will stick with you, no matter how hard things get!” It’s 
a Tsushima kind of answer, but Dazai is also kind of surprised at how 
true it rings for him. 


“What’s your favorite type of weather? Sunny, snowy, breezy, or 
rainy?” 


“Sunny!” Dazai immediately exclaims. He makes his eyes go a little 
bigger and dreamier, as if envisioning it right at that very moment. 


“Mm...1 think a breezy autumn day is the best,” Chuuya says. “The 
kind that can take you anywhere.” 


“How fast do you move in relationships? Slow, fast, or average?” 
“Ah...fast, | guess?” Dazai rubs his neck abashedly. 
“Average,” Chuuya replies. 


“You've had a long, hard day at work—or school for us, | guess. What 
do you and your partner do to unwind?” 


“I'd paint them.” 
“Maybe we’d work out? Get all the bad energy out...” 


“What would you prefer to receive from your partner? A handwritten 
note, flowers, chocolates, jewelry, or something unique?” 


“Something unique,” both of them say in unison. They glance at each 
other, both mentally yelling at the other for taking their choice. 
Honestly, the slug should really Know better! They can’t match their 
answers! 


“What’s your dream first date location? A picnic, a festival, a 
restaurant, or a hike?” 


“| think I'd like to go to a festival,” Dazai sighs. He lets a dreamy tone 
slip into his voice. “Imagine all the colors...! And you’d be dressed up 
in traditional wear...” 


“| think... maybe the festival too,” Chuuya grunts. “Y’know. You can 
really get to Know someone in an atmosphere like that.” 


“In your time off, what do you prefer to do? Read a book, play video 
games, work out, or go out with your friends?” 


“|...would paint, probably. | guess the closest to that is reading a 
book?” 


“Probably work out,” Chuuya says simply. And he’s not even lying for 
this one. Dazai would know. He’s seen Chuuya work out incessantly 
at the Port Mafia gym, beating all their training dummies into pulp. 


“Would you prefer for your partner to be more logical or emotional?” 


“Emotional,” Dazai says, mentally puking at the answer. Eugh. 
Emotions. 


“Logical,” Chuuya answers promptly. 


“And finally...do you want your partner to have the same interests as 
you?” 


Dazai cocks his head. That’s...actually a somewhat interesting 
question. Bult... 


“No,” he finally decides. “They can like whatever they want. As long 
as they put me first.” 


“Same,” Chuuya replies. “I think they can do whatever they want. It’s 
fine if we’re not the same.” 


“Okay, let me run the numbers...tada! Kashimura, your ideal type is 
the...uh, mastermind. Huh.” 


“Mastermind?” Chuuya nearly chokes. 


“Yeah...someone who's always ready with a plan, who’s really 
logical and always considers his moves before making them. Ina 
relationship, this type of person is great at making sure all the gears 
are turning! But sometimes, it can be hard to have a heart to heart 


with them...” She trails off, scanning over her answers again, as if 
looking for something. 


“Right,” Chuuya mumbles, looking down. And Dazai, like the perfect 
partner that he is, knows exactly what Chuuya is thinking. 


| only know two masterminds. One is Mori-gross—and the other is... 
Dazai?! Also fucking gross. Ew. 


“And Tsushima, your ideal type is...the sensitive jock.” 


“What?” Dazai is genuinely befuddled at this. Which of his answers 
screamed sensitive jock? 


“Yeah...your ideal type is a strong, good-looking person who is 
sensitive and loyal. In a relationship, this kind of person will always 
take good care of you and will put you first. But they can be stubborn 
and emotional sometimes...” Sato squints at the magazine again. 


But Dazai is too busy thinking, hey, isn’t that just Chuuya? The loyal 
dog? 


“| don’t know if I’d agree with that, Sato-san,” he finds himself saying 
out loud. “I think I'd like someone more...artsy! Passionate about 
creativity and life!” 


“The quiz doesn’t lie,” Murata says, scooting over in her chair. She 
clearly hasn’t heard any of what they'd been talking about before, 
because Sato elbows her hard before turning back to the two of 
them. 


“Er—well, it is a Cosmopolitan quiz...maybe it’s not the most accurate 
thing?” Sato tries. Chuuya sighs, shaking his head. 


“| think break’s over. Time for more physics review.” He gets up, 
stretches, and ambles back to the front of the room. He misses the 
despondent look that Sato and Murata share, but Dazai definitely 
doesn't. 


What do they have to be despondent about? Is something 
particularly wrong? At this moment, Dazai can’t figure it out, and it’s 
kind of annoying him. He’s the Demon Prodigy, after all; there’s very 
little he doesn’t know or can’t figure out—-much less the intentions of 
two normal ass teenagers. 


An hour and a half later, by the end of the physics review session, 
Dazai has come to the conclusion that they're onto them. They know 
that Tsushima and Kashimura are just coverups for who they really 
are, and they’re looking into their true identities. 


Why else would they be passing notes with just their names on it? 
What other reason would they have for watching them so intently? 
Most importantly, what part of their cover has been insufficient? Why 
are they suspicious of them? 


Of course, this requires immediate action. So the moment Chuuya’s 
review session ends, Dazai discreetly signals that he'll be back later 
and that Chuuya should not follow. He has some investigating to do. 


The thing about being a mafia executive that lives in the shadows is 
that one becomes practically invisible when the situation calls for it. 
Dazai has perfected this art; he becomes smoke and shadows when 
he needs to, silent and deadly. Without even a hitch in his breathing, 
he follows Sato and Murata out of the classroom, ditching the more 
elaborate parts of his school uniform along the way. 


They whisper while they walk, heading towards a secluded hallway 
that is rarely used by the school. Luckily for him, Dazai had foreseen 
this and dropped a bug on Sato earlier when they had been taking 
that godforsaken quiz. He listens in now, the bug crackling to life in 
his earpiece. 


“...not what | thought was going to happen,” Murata says, voice 
slightly muffled. “Why didn’t you /ie?” 


“Murata, you know I’m no good at lying!” That’s Sato now, voice full 
of annoyance and exasperation. 


“You just had to push them closer together! Then we could have 
exposed their...you know! Thing!” 


“| told you it wasn’t going to be this easy,” Sato bemoans. 
“Thankfully, | don’t think they suspect anything—but | mean, if we 
keep going on like this...are they going to suspect us?” 


“Don’t worry. They're smart, but they’ve got their heads up their 
asses. Bet you that they haven't noticed anything yet.” 


“Ugh, what are we going to tell everyone else?” 


“... That we need to move on to Plan B, obviously. No one really 
expected the first attempt to work.” 


“Does that mean—" 
“Yeah. Post midterms.” 


“Fuck. That’s so long! | don’t know how long we can keep...ugh. 
Bearing this.” 


“It's okay, Sato. They can’t do it forever, you know. We won't let 
them.” 


“,..<God, | hope so.” 


The two of them seem to fall into silence, because Dazai can’t pick 
up anything else. He frowns thoughtfully. It looks like the situation is 
more dire than he thought. They might really suspect that he and 
Chuuya aren't regular high school students after all. And that would 
absolutely spell disaster for their mission. 


Briefly, he considers just killing them, but honestly, that’s the most 
suspicious thing he can do. Murders? On school grounds? It’s one of 
those things that Mori had specifically warned him not to do, and, 
well, Dazai doesn’t like going against Mori’s specific orders. It usually 
means something long and painful is in store for him, and he would 
really rather not. 


That leaves classic misdirection, then. Dazai needs to find out what 
exactly is making them suspicious of him and Chuuya, then redirect 
their attention from it before wiping it out. But the truth of the matter 
is the Dazai has actually been quite confident in their covers. 
Chuuya hasn’t blown up once in class, nor has he even hinted at 
having an Ability. Even their classes covering the Great War and 
Project A hadn't been able to trigger any sort of damning reaction 
from Chuuya. And as for Dazai himself—well, he’s known for having 
the perfect cover. Always. No one sees through his disguises, and 
he is quite certain that this time isn’t any different. In fact, he’s sure 
that he hasn’t messed up anywhere. 


So why are these kids still suspicious of him? If the entire 
underground isn’t suspicious of Dazai’s masks, what crack is 
showing that lets random teenagers be suspicious? 


It's driving Dazai mad. He slowly heads back to his dorm, picking up 
his discarded uniform along the way. In fact, he’s still thinking about it 
when Chuuya nuzzles his way into his space, dropping his head on 
Dazai’s lap. Absent-mindedly, Dazai runs his fingers through 
Chuuya’s hair, still frowning and thinking. 


“You think they’re onto us?” Chuuya says, looking up at Dazai. As 
expected, he can read Dazai just a little too well. He knows exactly 
what the brilliant asshole is thinking. 


“Mm,” Dazai hums. “Almost certainly. Still...” 
“Still?” 


“| can't figure out where our covers slipped. By all means, it’s been 
perfect.” 


“Do you think...maybe they've been looking more into Project A and 
stuff? Maybe they picked up stuff about us and the whole Randou 
incident?” 


“No, Mori would never leave that information floating around, not 
even on the dark web. It’s been cleansed.” 


“Takeda’s a conspiracy theorist, you know. Making crazy leaps of 
judgment is kind of his thing. Even if there’s nothing concrete, maybe 
there was something that made him think it might be us?” 


“...It's a possibility,” Dazai admits grudgingly. “I doubt it though. All 
that talk about the Port Mafia and Soukoku, his hero worship...and 
he hasn’t approached us once about it. Takeda definitely doesn’t 
know.” 


“... Then does it matter?” Chuuya asks, yawning. Dazai squints at him 
as if he’s incredibly stupid. 


“Of course it matters! Might | remind you, dumb little slug, that our 
mission is on the line?” 


“S’not,” Chuuya mumbles sleepily. He’s really getting comfortable 
now, settling into that hazy state of pre-sleep Chuuya that rides the 
thin line of consciousness. “Like you said, our covers have been 
perfect. If we don’t know with a hundred percent certainty that they’re 
talking about us, then they’re likely talking about something else... 
even if it's something else relating to us.” 


“Even we aren't infallible, hatrack,” Dazai reminds him. “Especially 
you. You're terrible at covers.” 


“?’m really not,” Chuuya argues back. “But this is a matter of trust, 
shitty mackerel. You trust whatever those dumbass teenagers were 
talking about, or do you trust you and me and our 100% completion 
rate on missions?” 


“That’s—your logic is bad, slug,” Dazai says helplessly. “They were 
very clearly talking about exposing us and how we can't do this 
forever. Sounds pretty damning to me.” 


“Sounds like that could mean a lot of things without context,” Chuuya 
sighs. “You should figure out what they’re actually talking about. And 
if they are actually suspicious of us...well, we have ways to deal with 
them, hmm?” 


Dammit, Dazai hates Chuuya. He hates the way that Chuuya 
sometimes makes sense. And he particularly despises the way 
Chuuya balances out his overthinking. Because Dazai Osamu does 
not overthink, nor does he need a silly, brainless chibi to pull him out 
of his thoughts. 


Except that Chuuya just might have a point this time. Given their 
location, their history, and the people involved, it would be a stretch 
to say that Dazai and Chuuya are the ones making a mistake this 
time. Perhaps it really is something else. 


God. Dazai hates it when Chuuya’s right. 


In a flash, midterms pass. Thanks to their...unconventional studying 
methods, Chuuya finishes around the top of the class. Dazai, as 
Tsushima, finishes staunchly towards the middle—above average, but 
nothing to write home about. 


The nice thing about midterms, though, is that everyone in the 
school retreats into their shells, as if they are all hermit crabs. It 
means that for the entire week of midterms, Dazai and Chuuya have 
a lot of time to go down into the abandoned labs and sift through 
more reports. 


“Look,” Chuuya says, pulling out another report that looks identical to 
the other hundred reports laying in messy piles around him. “It’s this 
again. The CAT Project and the Sotseki Principle.” 


“Do they actually ever say what the Sotseki Principle is?” Dazai 
complains. “We've been through thousands of these reports. How 
have none of them actually explained what it is?” 


“Don’t think it’s in a lab report,” Chuuya says. “Looks like it’s just a 
reference for them.” 


“Right...probably in meeting logs or minutes, then. Have we hit that 
section yet?” 


“We’ve got two more cabinets of lab reports,” Chuuya sighs dully. 
“We’re fuckin’ Double Black, right? So why are we relegated to doing 
this?” 


“Because this is Executive-level information,” Dazai snaps. “The less 
people involved, the better.” 


“| guess...” Chuuya replies lamely. He pulls another stack of reports 
towards him, shuffling through it. “More Ability research...more 
logs...no real conclusive evidence yet...where is all the conclusive 
evidence?” 


“Probably haven't gotten to it yet,” Dazai replies. “What’ve you gotten 
so far?” 


“That they were trying to ‘store’ Abilities, basically,” Chuuya answers. 
“Seems like they were trying to put it in animals, and then in normal 
storage containers...no conclusion whether they were successful or 
not.” 


“Same over here,” Dazai sighs, slapping down another report. “More 
talk about the process of trying to remove an Ability. Nothing on 
whether or not it worked.” 


“We’ve been at this for almost two weeks,” Chuuya groans. “My 
head. It can't take anymore.” 


“Just have another...oh, seventy percent left? Chin up, chibi.” 
Dazai’s voice takes on a teasing tone, designed to make Chuuya 
rage. It works, because before he knows it, Chuuya is on top of him, 
pummeling him into the ground. 


“Don’t remind me!” Chuuya snaps. “Fuck!” He looks despairingly up 
at the mountain of file cabinets and the amount of papers they’ve 
already read. 


“You've been taking notes too, hmm, chibi?” Dazai says, eyeing the 
hands pinning him down. Chuuya’s right hand is trembling, a surefire 
sign that he’s been working it just a little too hard. 


“We can’t all be geniuses like you!” Chuuya snarls. “Il Know you don’t 
need to write anything down to remember it all, but | do. And 
everything I’ve been writing down is basically useless!” The 
notebook he’d been using falls open in front of Dazai’s face. Pages 
and pages of it are filled with Chuuya’s handwriting, noting down 
important points and big names. Dazai whistles approvingly. 


“Look at that, chibi...you’re actually doing your job. But working so 
hard must leave my dog tired, hmm? Take a break, Chuuya. I'll have 
you make up for it when you wake up.” 


“Fuck you,” Chuuya snaps again. But he still grudgingly gets off of 
Dazai, pushing his papers to the side. Briefly, Dazai mourns the loss 
of contact. But there are more important things to take care of. 


...For one, reading through Chuuya’s notes. Whether or not it’s on 
purpose, Chuuya has always had great intuition, and it particularly 
shines through when he notes it down. Dazai would not be surprised 
if a pattern jumps out at him where he hadn't seen it before. 


But Chuuya is a stubborn little bitch. Honestly, it's probably one of 
Dazai’s favorite things about him. Chuuya’s the type to keep going, 
even when he’s overworked and exhausted, trying to prove to 
absolutely nobody that he isn’t helpless and that he’s worth 
something. 


With renewed vigor, Chuuya dives back into his work, jotting down 
little notes and flicking through pages and pages of reports. His 
tongue sticks out a little, pink and soft between his teeth. It’s so cute. 
Dazai wants to bite it. 


... Still, it’s not so bad, sifting through hundreds of reports with the 
chibi. With a sinking feeling, Dazai starts to think that maybe nothing 
is that bad, so long as Chuuya is there with him. And isn’t that a 
terrifying thought for the Demon Prodigy of the Port Mafia? 
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Chapter Notes 
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When Sato marches into class the day after their last midterm, it is 
with a single goal in mind: to get Tsushima and Kashimura to go with 
them to karaoke. 


Ever since the physics review catastrophe (she stil/ can’t believe she 
fucked it up that badly!), Sato has nothing left except for her 
determination to prove that the two of them are perfect for each 
other. They have to get together. They’re absolutely sickening with 
each other. It’s nauseating. 


With her goal in mind, nothing will stop her! Sato is a lady of her 
word, after all, and so she'll get the two of them to go to karaoke as if 
her life depends on it. Even if they refuse. Even if they staunchly turn 
her down, she'll be strong and power through it! 


“Kashimura-kun!” she cries out, far louder than she had intended. 
Whoops. 


“Yeah?” Kashimura looks up, bleary-eyed and seemingly half asleep. 
His normally perfect hair is a mess, and there are sleep lines 
creased into his face. 


“Would you like to come to karaoke with us after school today? 
We’re allowed to, since we just had midterms. And it'll be lots of fun; 
we’ve got a whole bunch of people coming. Um, there’s me, and 
Murata, and Watanabe, and also Takeda—” 

“Sure, Kashimura interrupts. Sato blinks. R...really? That easy? 


“Huh?” she says blankly, mind going empty for a second. 


“| said yeah. Sure. I'll go.” 


“Oh. Um, great! And uh, you too, Tsushima! Please come with us to 
karaoke today!” She drops forward in a bow. Tsushima giggles a little 
bit, peering over at her. 


“Of course I'll go, Sato-san! | haven’t had the chance to go out with 
you guys yet, after all.” 


Sato nods fiercely, heart clenching in something like disappointment. 
She should be happy that they agreed so fast, and yet... 


And yet, what was all her preparation for, then?! 


Stupid boys! Making her work hard and give an effort and then not 
even giving her the opportunity to show it off! She hates them. Ugh. 


...otill, she’s excited. There’s a fizzy feeling in her chest, like bubbly 
soda, and she wonders if it’s because she’s finally making some new 
friends. Murata has always been by her side, ever since they were 
sticky and eleven and just getting started, but since transferring into 
Shukuichi, she’s only made acquaintances at most. 


Now, she wonders if she has more friends than she’d initially 
thought. Because Takeda is her friend too, and so is Watanabe, and 
so are many other people in the POG Squad. And now...maybe 
Tsushima and Kashimura will be her friends too. 


It’s this thought that carries Sato throughout the rest of the day. 
She’s in a daze for most of it, partially from the stress of midterms 
finally being over (she swears she’s getting white hairs from the 
academic stress), but also because...well, she hasn’t done anything 
fun in ages! 


She meets up with everyone else right outside the school gates after 
classes end, almost vibrating with excitement. Murata is already 
there, timely as always. Takeda follows not far behind with Watanabe 
in tow. 


“Where’s Kashimura and Tsushima?” Sato asks as she joins her 
friends by the gate. Murata shrugs. 


“Think Kashimura had to go make excuses to the soccer team. 
Technically today’s optional for all sports teams, but...you know how 
Kashimura is. Hardworking member of society and all.” 


Sure enough, it’s another fifteen minutes before Kashimura rushes 
towards them, Tsushima panting and trailing behind him as he 
sprints. 


“Sorry I’m late!” he yells, waving one hand. “I got held up by the 
soccer team—then Tsushima—never mind, let’s just go.” He drags 
Tsushima forward, who only laughs brightly as he follows. His wrist is 
gripped tightly in Kashimura’s grasp, looking vaguely painful, and yet 
he makes no move to pull away. 


Sickening. 


The karaoke place they’re headed to is in a nicer part of town, where 
nearly all the clientele are from well-to-do families or newly-made 
millionaires whose nostalgia gets the better of them. It’s well- 
polished and elegant, almost casino-like in appearance. Bright LEDs 
hang over the entrance, proudly proclaiming “BLUE ROYALTY 
KARAOKE.” 


It’s the type of place Sato would have dreamed of going to as a 
middle schooler. Just the right blend of ritzy, noisy, and down to 
earth. 


Murata, as the best planner in their group and their de facto “please 
do everything for us, thanks” mom, had reserved their room well in 
advance. In fact, she’d done it about half an hour after their last POG 
Squad meeting. She’s the one who leads them in now, drawing looks 
from a whole bunch of people, what with their incredibly noticeable 
school uniform and all. 


That's the other thing about going to Shukuichi, Sato thinks. If you 
ever happen to go out while wearing the school uniform, you’re 
immediately stared at and whispered about. Younger kids want to be 
them, other high schoolers are jealous, businessmen and women 
sigh in nostalgic envy, grandmas love the telltale cape that speaks of 
“good breeding,” and even thieves love to steal from them. 


It’s jarring, though, when they walk through the doors of a karaoke 
place and immediately all the clientele turn to look at them. 


“Ah, Shukuichi,” the receptionist sighs, tapping away at her computer 
to sign them in. “You know, | wanted to go there myself. But | was 
never smart enough.” 


“Reservation under Murata.” Murata apparently has no patience for 
any of it, putting her card forward with a clack. “Please. Ma’am.” 


“Of course, of course...you’ve got the Duchess Suite. Please use it 
for as long as you'd like.” She rings another worker, dressed in a 
slightly tattered suit, to lead them to the room. 


As they’re walking away, Sato swears that she hears the receptionist 
lady say, “Fucking rich brats. Shukuichi!l” 


As if it’s their fault that she hadn’t gotten into their school when she 
was younger! 


That frustration carries over to her first song, where Sato screams 
out her anger with a rock song. It’s loud, brash, and extremely 
gratifying. Kashimura looks mildly impressed with her, like he hadn't 
been expecting that much sheer loudness out of someone like Sato. 


“That kicked ass, Sato!” he says after she’s done, clapping her on 
the back. And wow, he’s all bright and sparkly now, outside of the 
confines of the school. Kashimura’s more relaxed than she’s ever 
seen him, shoulders laid back and a toothy grin on his face. 


It makes him look even more handsome. Damn her heart for making 
her fall for someone who's so totally in love with someone else! 
Because she can tell right now, just as she had known since that first 
day when he saved her from falling: Kashimura Chuuya is the ideal 
man, and whoever ends up dating him will be the luckiest person in 
the world. 


And if she can’t have him, then only his true love can! 


...His true love, who is swaying up on the karaoke stage, singing out 
a doleful love song. He might not know it, but his eyes never leave 
Kashimura as he sings. 


“Watashi no saigo wa anata ga ii, 
Anata to kono mama osaraba suru yori, 
Shinu no ga ii wa...” 


Tsushima’s singing voice is a bit odd, Sato thinks privately. It’s 
breathy, higher than one might expect from his normal voice, and 
carries with it a sort of light, creepy air that makes even a love song 
sound obsessive. Honestly, he kind of sounds like a ghost 
serenading their long-lost lover. 


But Kashimura is entranced. The way he watches Tsushima...it’s 
intense, unwavering, yet tender as well. There’s almost a sense of 
wonder in his eyes as he listens. And like, okay, Sato’s not really one 
to talk shit, but Tsushima’s not that good. He is, by all means, a 
perfectly average singer. And yet Kashimura looks on as if he holds 
the whole heavens and earth in the palm of his hand. 


...somehow, it doesn’t feel like it’s the first time he’s heard Tsushima 
sing. 


Murata brings it home with a strong ballad. Now she’s a proper 
singer; something that adds to her already considerable talents. She 
belts like it’s nothing, crooning into the mic like she’s been doing it 
for years. Everyone whoops and claps when she’s done, applauding 
her like an idol. 


“Thank you, thank you,” she says, sweeping into a dramatic bow. 
“Encore?” 


“Boo! Gimme the mic!” Takeda yells, stomping his way up. He pulls 
the mic away from Murata, who laughs loudly as she passes it to 
him. 


“You can’t beat me, loser!” she cries, taking her seat on one of the 
cushy couches around the room. 


“It’s not a competition!” he shouts right back before launching into a 
raunchy rendition of a pop song. Sato winces. Takeda doesn’t have a 
bad voice, but the lyrics he’s changed...it would make the most 
hardened mobster blush. And if that isn’t enough, the waggling of his 
eyebrows would have any girl throwing up in disgust. 


Teenage boys, she thinks despairingly. 


Thankfully, it's Kashimura’s turn next. He swaggers onto the stage 
with all the confidence of a man twice his age, hair shiny and soft 
under the bright reflective lights. 


The song he chooses is...not what Sato is expecting at all. It’s an 
old, traditional song, remixed into something more palatable for the 
modern age. It’s poetic and beautiful and undeniably old-fashioned. 
Traditional, almost. It's a mourning song, singing of lovers lost and 
friends in the grave. It’s not something she would have ever 
expected Kashimura to sing. 


But his voice. It’s sweet and deep, rough around the edges yet with 
an undeniable warmth. Sato would happily listen to it for the rest of 
her life. 


Funnily enough, Tsushima looks just as starstruck as she is, gaping 
in a way that she’s sure he isn’t even aware of. Maybe he’s never 
heard Kashimura sing before. But if she thought the way that 
Kashimura had been looking at Tsushima when he’d been singing 


was intense...oh man. It’s got nothing on Tsushima now, whose jaw 
is literally dropped to the ground in shock as he listens. 


“Damn, dude!” Takeda crows when Kashimura finishes. “Didn’t know 
you were into that kinda stuff. | kinda dig it, though.” 


“Thanks,” Kashimura huffs, raking his fingers through his hair to 
push it back. There’s a light sheen of sweat on his forehead, 
evidence of the room growing stuffy and warm with six teenagers 
stuffed inside of it. It makes him look almost ethereal, and once 
again Sato curses Tsushima for letting such a specimen of a man 
just get away from him. 


Truthfully, though, the karaoke session is much needed. All of them 
have been under insane amounts of stress; Shukuichi is not an easy 
school, and they've all been dying under the piles of homework that 
they've been assigned. Especially Kashimura. Sato hadn't noticed it 
before, but the tension bleeds out of his shoulders like blood from a 
wound. With every successive song, he gets more and more 
relaxed, until he’s pretty much a boneless puddle lounging in the 
corner of the couch. 


Kashimura’s whole aura changes as the afternoon wears on. He’s 
rowdier now, cursing freely at Tsushima and demanding billiard 1v1’s 
with Takeda. He even gruffly compliments Watanabe’s fierceness, 
saying that she would be a “crackshot” if she ever got the training for 
it. That one passes over Sato’s head a little. But the important thing 
is that Kashimura looks genuinely happy, in a way that she’s never 
seen him before. 


Tsushima’s looking at Kashimura with such an aching tenderness 
that it makes her heart hurt too. The expression on his face, soft and 
fond and almost a little regretful, makes her wonder exactly what 
happened to make him look like that. 


“Let's do some duets!” she finds herself saying, finally shaking it off. 
“Me and Murata, we’re gonna do one—you down, bestie?” 


“Always,” Murata grins, stepping up to the mic. 


This is part of their plan to get Kashimura and Tsushima together. 
When you're singing a doleful, lovely duet while looking into each 
other’s eyes—how could you not fall in love? For this purpose, 
Takeda had secretly queued up a whole bunch of love songs, all of 
them duets. The plan is to set the mood juuuuust right and watch the 
sparks fly. 


But to make it seem natural, for them to not be suspicious, the others 
have to participate too. Therefore, Murata sings a duet with Sato, 
Takeda with Watanabe, and finally, Kashimura with Tsushima. 


The moment they step up there together, it’s like everything else 
melts away. Something about the two of them is incredibly magnetic 
and commanding, as if everything else is insignificant in comparison. 
It’s intangible, and yet it draws them all in like moths to a flame. Then 
Kashimura moves, all languid grace and powerful muscles, 
Tsushima dancing just at the edge of his orbit, and time seems to 
stand utterly still. 


And God, when they start singing? It’s like they’ve retreated into their 
own little world, completely unaware of everyone else. Their voices 
meld and harmonize, Tsushima’s breathy high notes underscored by 
Kashimura’s strong, low ones. They have eyes only for each other 
up there. The whole world could be burning down around them and 
they wouldn't notice. 


“Put on your red beret, baby 
Moonwalk naked across the room 

Do something kinda unique to me 

Do something that'll make me swoon... 


| want Hi-chews, playlists, smoking on the roof 
And | love the way you look at me...” 


They carry each other through the song, crooning at each other 
through the lyrics. And God, if Sato hadn’t believed in their love 


before, she definitely believes in it now. There’s no way they aren't 
singing to each other, words sweet and meaningful even through the 
beats of the song. 


Then Tsushima throws back a wink while shaking his ass (poorly), 
and Kashimura bursts out into laughter. He matches him step for 
step, commanding the stage even as Tsushima continues making a 
fool out of himself. When they finally finish, they stumble off the 
stage, giggling like schoolgirls, falling all over each other. 


“That was some crazy chemistry,” Murata comments, clearly hinting 
at something more. 


“Aha, really?” Kashimura rubs the back of his neck shyly. “I thought 
we did pretty good, but you guys were fantastic too.” 


“| would almost believe that the two of you were actually in love!” 
Watanabe blurts out. Murata elbows her, digging painfully into her 
side. “Fu—ow!” 


“Ewwww! With such a gross little chibi? He’s not my type!” Tsushima 
exclaims. “Il want someone fal/ and smart, who'll make me crab every 
day. Kashimura is lacking on all fronts!” 


“Oh, fuck you!” Kashimura snaps. “I’m a catch and you damn well 
know it. You should know better than anyone how many people are 
chasing after me.” 

Tsushima scoffs, crossing his arms. 


“Those people have no taste,” he says primly. “Besides, half of them 
are actually pining for me.” 


“Hah! Your stinky mackerel ass? As if. No one wants to marry a 
mummy, idiot.” 


“And people only want dogs as pets, ne?” 


“| want your head on a stick.” 


“Ahh! Chibi is so violent! He’s threatening me!” Tsushima rolls 
against the couches dramatically as Kashimura stomps over to him. 
“He’s a disgrace! Dishonor on your family! Even your family must not 
want such a sluggy little beast!” 


“You can fuck right off,” Kashimura hisses sharply, lifting up 
Tsushima’s head by the hair. “You arrogant, self-righteous ass. What 
gives you the right to say those things? And you wonder why no one 
likes you.” 


The light in Tsushima’s eyes seems to flicker out entirely, leaving an 
empty void. Yet when he smiles, it’s the most terrifying thing any of 
them have ever seen. 


“What use do | have for people liking me when | have a loyal dog 
obeying my every whim?” 


The resulting punch knocks Tsushima backwards, his head 
slamming against the backrest of the couch. 


“Fuck you,” Kashimura spits. “I’m out of here. You can do whatever 
you want.” With a final glare, he releases Tsushima, turning on his 
heel and slamming open the door. 


“Chuuya.” Tsushima’s voice is full of...something. Perhaps regret? 
Or maybe derision. Regardless, Kashimura doesn’t turn around. He 
shuts the door behind him with enough force to shake the foundation 
of the building, leaving a deafening silence behind him. 


“Fucking hatrack,” Tsushima mutters, peeling himself off the couch. 
He flashes the rest of them a grim smile with just the barest hint of 
an apology in it. “Looks like | need to go after him. You guys have 
fun, okay?” 


He doesn’t even finish speaking before he’s out the door, chasing 
after someone who clearly wants nothing to do with him. Behind him, 
he leaves a group of confused, gaping teenagers. 


“...Well,” Murata finally says after the silence gets too much to bear. 
“That went well.” 


“| really can’t stand you,” Chuuya shouts at Dazai as the other 
catches up to him. 


“Believe me, | can't either,” Dazai retorts. “But we have a job to do 
and you know it.” 


“Fuck you,” Chuuya spits, but says nothing further. They fall into step 
as easily as they always have, in each other’s space like vines 
intertwined. In synchronized motion, they slip into a dark alleyway to 
change into their mafia mission clothes. 


Dazai would poke at Chuuya more, bruising every sore spot he has, 
but they do need to work. Despite everything else, Chuuya’s temper 
is genuinely unpredictable, and it sometimes gets the better of him— 
especially when Dazai has been too...well, Dazai. Those are the 
only times his plans don’t go the way they should. 


Keeping Chuuya happy is not on Dazai's list of priorities. But keeping 
him tolerable and predictable is, and so Dazai is often forced to tone 
down his antics or ignore the other party altogether. Really, part of 
why he doesn't tell Chuuya all of his plans is simply because the slug 
is too damn impulsive, and a great number of his schemes require 
patience and a logical, rational outlook—both of which the chibi 
lacks. 


It leads them to moments like now, where Dazai and Chuuya fall 
perfectly in step with each other, yet ignore the other's presence as if 
they aren't there at all. But Dazai knows that Chuuya is on the 
lookout for any danger, just as he's watching for his expected 
contact. 


Half an hour later, down a darkened street, Dazai finally hears the 
whisper of an Ability. It's a soft hum, inaudible to anyone who isn't 
listening for it, but to Dazai, it’s unmistakable. 


Two taps to Chuuya’s back is all it takes to tell him exactly where 
they’re coming from. Chuuya tenses up immediately, body 
automatically conditioned to be able to fight at a moment's notice. 
The telltale thrum of Tainted hums faintly, the way it does when 
Chuuya holds it just beneath the surface of his skin, when it’s not 
truly activated just yet. 


It’s just in time too, because immediately there’s a slash of blue that 
rips open the very air around them. That insistent hum of an Ability 
becomes almost piercing for a split second, and when it fades, there 
are two figures standing before them. 


One of them, an older middle-aged man, is refined and handsome, 
dressed in full traditional garb. He’s holding what looks like a 
calligraphy brush in one hand, expression serene and peaceful. The 
other is a woman with tremendously long hair falling all the way to 
her calves, a veritable storm crackling around her. 


“My, my,” Dazai sighs nonchalantly, looking for all the world like he’s 
just chatting with some old friends. “What a welcome! Two cardinals 
just for little old me?” 


“Three,” Murakami says, stepping out of the shadows. His eyes drift 
up and down over Dazai’s figure, languid and slow. “Hmm. | 
expected a little more from the Demon Prodigy of the Port Mafia.” 


Dazai rolls his shoulders back, shrugging. 

“Sorry I’m not up to your standards. You'll find, however, that if you 
want to negotiate with the Port Mafia, I'll be your best bet. So tell me 
—what do you want?” 


The older man—Basho Matsuo, Cardinal East, according to their 
intelligence—hums thoughtfully. 


“What indeed,” he says, voice as steady and calm as a flowing river. 
“In this world, one should make reparations for their wrongdoings, 


don’t you agree? It is, after all, a cornerstone for a functioning 
society. Responsibility and action...” 


“We want the Port Mafia to pay reparations for all they’ve destroyed 
and taken from us,” the woman spits. She must be Miyamoto Yuriko, 
Cardinal South. As the only woman amongst the Cardinals, she’s 
particularly ferocious and demanding of proper respect. 


“And, of course, an agreement that you will no longer interfere on our 
grounds,” Basho says smoothly. Dazai snorts. 


“Tell me, great Cardinals. Were you not the ones who interfered first? 
Was it not you who took our goods, attacked our men, and declared 
war on us?” 


“What that bastard is trying to say, if you didn’t catch on, is: no way 
in hell.” Chuuya’s Ability flares crimson around all five of them, a 
clear threat: one more word, one more misstep, and they will have to 
deal with him. 


Murakami inclines his head, his funny little hat bobbing up and down. 


“| thought you might say that. Hence, there are other services we 
can offer, should you agree. Of course, we won't interfere in 
Yokohama anymore. And if you provide us some...assistance, shall 
we say, we will work with you to ensure that you have a foothold in 
Tokyo. How does that sound?” 


“What kind of foothold?” Chuuya says. Murakami smiles, teeth 
gleaming, clearly thinking that he’s piqued Chuuya’s interest. 


(Unfortunately for him, Chuuya’s interest only extends as far as 
punching him as hard as he can.) 


“By now, I’m sure you’re aware of, ah, our primary goal. When the 
time comes that we succeed—and we will, you can be sure of it—we 
will allow you high-ranked places in our new world order. I’m aware 
that the Port Mafia has a large stake in jewel smuggling. You could 


control every gem that passes through Tokyo. And that’s just the 
beginning. Imagine! We would give you power and influence that the 
yakuza would never let you have.” 


Dazai smiles, all teeth and menace. Of course, the Tokyo yakuza 
have already let them have all that and more, but he’s not about to 
tell the Compass that. Somehow, the Compass has gotten away with 
thinking that the Port Mafia is easily bought and easily dealt with. 
And Dazai has no issue showing them that the Port Mafia wil/ be a 
problem. 


"Counteroffer," Dazai says coolly. "You cease all operations and 
disband, and we'll let you leave here alive. How about that?" 


Miyamoto Yuriko scoffs, haughty and proud. 


"They're clearly not taking us seriously," she says to Murakami, who 
nods indulgently. 


"Funny, | was just about to say the same thing," Chuuya growls. The 
ever-present red of Tainted looms threateningly, seeming to grow 
even brighter as he talks. 


"Shall we take that as a refusal of our terms?" Murakami says lightly. 
"You know, if you came to work for us, you could have everything 
you ever wanted." 


"Death is good enough for me," Dazai says cheerfully. "A painless, 
beautiful suicide...unfortunately, by the very definition of suicide, you 
can't do it for me." 


"That can be arranged," Murakami says, still smiling. "But | was more 
talking about you, Crimson Harbinger." He turns to Chuuya, eyes full 
of a grandfatherly kindness. "You've lost so much, young man. With 
us, we could ensure that you never lose anyone again. You'd be 
safe. Free from the Sotseki Principle. And you could have that which 
your heart wants so desperately. You could have someone to love. 
Or more specifically—" 


"SHUT UP!" Chuuya screams, cutting him off. "You will never be able 
to give me what | want. You can't raise the dead, and you can't wash 
away betrayal. Everyone is dead." 


"Everyone, it seems, except for—" 


With a scream, Chuuya launches forward, bringing with him a 
hurricane of crates, rocks, and assorted junk. The bulk of it hurtles 
directly at Murakami, clearly the target of Chuuya's wrath. There's 
another swish of blue, and Murakami disappears only to appear 
again behind Chuuya an instant later. 


With a howl of rage, Chuuya strikes again. But this time, his gravity 
attacks are blocked by a howling wall of wind. It blows fiercely 
around them for a second before dying down, Miyamoto smirking 
victoriously at them. 


"Looks like you didn't do your homework after all," she sneers. But 
she forgets, after all, that there are two of them. And though between 
the two of them Chuuya is the fighter, Dazai's not incapable in a fight 
either. His main talents come in the form of him being a slippery 
bastard, always two steps ahead of his opponents. 


He signals to Chuuya now, a quick flick of his fingers that's barely 
noticeable in the chaos. 


Blue. South. No West. 


Immediately, Chuuya gets the message. The blue flashes of light 
and the subsequent teleportation are Basho's Ability, and for 
whatever reason, their trump card—Cardinal South—has not shown 
yet. 


Somehow, they're confident enough tonight in their ability to win that 
they're not showing all of their cards. It could be that they simply 
don’t know what Chuuya is capable of. But, considering that 
Murakami has been inside his head, it’s more likely that they have 


some sort of unspoken advantage right now. Something that Dazai 
isn’t willing to fight full force against. 


The blue of Basho’s teleportation Ability flashes sickeningly quickly 
around them, bringing with it quick slices of lightning. Crates explode 
and debris flies as powerful electricity crackles, and all Chuuya can 
do is keep the bits of broken wood and concrete from slamming into 
them. All of a sudden, it becomes startlingly clear. Chuuya’s Ability, 
though ridiculously powerful, cannot stop lightning by itself. He has 
to dodge everything, which leaves him unable to go on the offensive. 
And Dazai, for all his nullifying power, can’t be in two places at once. 


But they are soukoku, and soukoku never loses. Not when they're on 
their home turf, and not when they’re playing by anyone else’s rules. 
And Chuuya knows enough about physics to know that lightning 
searches for the quickest path to the ground. So thinking, he grabs a 
huge piece of scrap aluminum and bends it into almost a shield 
around him, being careful to not directly touch the metal. And it 
works, because though the next strike of lightning hits his makeshift 
shield, it doesn’t hurt him at all. 


For just a fraction of a second, Miyamoto’s eyes go wide. It’s only a 
split second of weakness, but it’s enough. Chuuya thrives on that 
thin line between life and death, in the space between seconds. Any 
Opening is enough for him. 


With a roar, Chuuya throws the burning hot piece of aluminum 
towards her just as Dazai grabs a strand of Basho’s hair. 


BOOM! 


Dust and sparks fly everywhere as the piece of aluminum explodes 
into shrapnel. Behind Chuuya, Basho tries to yank himself out of 
Dazai’s grasp as they all duck. Miyamoto gasps as she’s flung 
against the wall, body thudding against hard brick. Even Murakami’s 
affected, twisting around to avoid the worst of the debris. 


When the dust settles, it’s to the vision of Chuuya, glowing red, lifting 
every shred of metal and stone into the air around them. With a yell, 
he hurls it all forward, velocity fast enough to kill. 


There’s another bright flash of blue, and the three Cardinals all 
disappear into thin air. 


“COWARDS!” Chuuya screams into the empty night air. “COME 
FIGHT ME!” 


“Think about what you really want, O Crimson Harbinger,” 
Murakami’s voice booms across the night. “/ know your deepest 
desires. With us, you can have it all. You can finally shake off the 
Sotseki Curse. You will be the greatest warrior to ever walk the land, 
with the strongest heart by your side. Does your partner not deserve 
to know that you love him? Would you not like to teach the them 
what it means to love?” 


“SHUT THE FUCK UP, SHUT UP!” Chuuya screams, throwing the 
shrapnel around him upwards in a fit of rage. But all that comes back 
is the echo of his own voice. 


“They’re gone, chibi,” Dazai says hoarsely, picking himself up from 
the ground. 


“Fuck!” Chuuya cries, stomping his foot so hard into the ground that 
it leaves a crater. “Fuck him! Fuck that whole gang!” 


“Chuuya.” Dazai’s voice is firm now, leaving no room for argument. 
“Let’s get out of here before anyone else shows up.” 


But Chuuya is too incandescent with rage to listen. With a wordless 
scream, he hurls a brick through the nearest building. It crashes 
through one wall and then another, and another and another. Tainted 
rises up in tendrils, crawling over the shadows of the night, lifting up 
everything in its path. 


“CHUUYA!” Dazai yells, grasping him by the nape of his neck. 
Everything immediately drops to the ground unceremoniously, the 
red snuffed out like a candle. “Holy shit, chibi. Have your breakdown 
when we're safe.” 


“Get off—get off me!” Chuuya thrashes against Dazai, too wild in his 
anger to fight properly. But Dazai is ready for all such situations. 
Without hesitation, he pulls a syringe out of his coat pocket and 
stabs it into Chuuya’s thigh. Immediately, Chuuya’s eyes roll back 
into his head and he lolls listlessly against Dazai. 


Dazai sighs, sticking the used tranquilizer back into his pocket. Then 
he shrugs Chuuya onto his shoulders, fully prepared to make the 
long trek back to Shukuichi with the other on his back. He didn’t want 
to tranquilize Chuuya, but they simply didn’t have time for Chuuya to 
work out his rage. And when Chuuya is uncontrollably furious like he 
had been, he’s too unpredictable, too loud, and altogether too 
noticeable for any mission at all. 


“What am | going to do with you, Chuuya?” he murmurs, looking 
down at Chuuya’s hands laying limp over his own chest. “...What did 
Murakami mean, that you love your partner? That you could teach 
them about love? Do you have other partners that aren’t me? Tell 
me, chibi. What did he mean?” 


But Chuuya is silent, with none of the answers that Dazai so 
desperately wants. With another heavy sigh, Dazai slowly starts 
walking away from the mess they’ve left behind—utter destruction of 
what seems like an entire city block. 


So typical of his chibi. Always so violent. But Chuuya is beautiful 
when he’s raging and breathtaking when he’s fighting, so Dazai 
doesn't really mind that much. Chuuya’s always been something of 
an apocalypse to Dazai; there’s a Before Chuuya and After Chuuya, 
and Dazai has never been the same since he met him. 


No matter how much Dazai doesn’t want to admit it, he knows that 
he would never do this for anyone else. He’d never carry them on his 


back, make sure that they stay alive, take responsibility for their 
successes and failures. It’s only ever Chuuya that he does it for. 


God, Dazai hopes that Murakami never gets inside his brain. 
Chapter End Notes 
So...they got a little testy this chapter XD 


Also, thank you so much for 1000 kudos! | think this is my first or 
second fic to hit that number, so thank all of you so much for 
loving this fic :D 


Thank you so much for reading! As always, comments and 
kudos make my day *.4 


uh oh, there’s some tension in the air! 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


When Monday rolls around, Sato and the rest of the POG Squad 
reconvene for yet another attempt at figuring out their predicament. 
The karaoke had ended disastrously, and none of them had seen 
Kashimura or Tsushima after it had all gone down. Honestly, it kind 
of leaves Sato with a bitter taste in her mouth and some really deep 
questioning of her own values. 


Should she even be trying to push those two together? What if 
they’re miserable when they start dating? Sato’s heard of those 
couples before—fine as friends before they get together, but the 
moment they begin dating, they can’t stand each other. Is she and 
the rest of the POG Squad just unwittingly driving a wedge between 
the two of them? 


These thoughts keep spinning in her head throughout the weekend, 
until Murata (bless her, seriously) drags Sato out to study and beat 
some sense into her. 


“We already know they fight like cats and dogs,” she’d said frankly. 
“Our job is to make sure that’s not a// they do. And come on. They’re 
absolutely disgusting with each other. Didn't Tsushima immediately 
go after Kashimura when he stormed out?” 


And yeah, Murata makes some sense. But Sato is sti// uneasy about 
the whole thing. She hates it when people fight, and she can’t help 
but be reminded of that time she caught the two of them in the 
Princess’ Drawers. They had been cruel to each other then, words 
full of malice, and she wonders what it is between them exactly. 


But Sato, for all her worries, sees them walk in that Monday morning, 
and every shred of doubt disappears. Because there they are again, 


Tsushima hanging all over Kashimura, not an inch of space between 
them. And then Kashimura laughs lowly, rough and sweet, and all of 
Sato’s compunctions fly out the window. 


Some couples are just like that! They act like they can’t stand each 
other, but at the end of the day, there’s no one they care for more 
than each other. Clearly, Tsushima and Kashimura are this type of 
couple. And she'd be doing the world a favor by getting them 
together. 


This time, the plan is to drag Kashimura to Tsushima’s art exhibit. As 
students of Shukuichi, they have access to a /ot of influential 
contacts. One of these contacts happens to be a curator for a very 
famous museum in the heart of Tokyo who happens to be a 
prominent alumnus of Shukuichi Academy. Due to their patronage, 
the art club is having a gallery show at the museum the very next 
week. 


Sato knows for a fact that there is very little more romantic than 
someone gazing upon a piece made just for them. And Tsushima’s 
artwork is nearly all centered around Kashimura in one way or 
another. There’s impressionistic visions of orange and red, lifelike 
realistic pieces depicting every angle of Kashimura’s figure, 
fantastical pieces always featuring a splash of orange or blue. 


Therefore, if she and the rest of the POG Squad can just get 
Kashimura to come to the art show, then there’s no way that they 
can deny their feelings for each other anymore...! 


For the next week, Sato watches Tsushima like a hawk during art 
club. He’s painting something new for the exhibit, something darker 
than his normal works. Usually his paintings are full of life and hope, 
but this new one is...well, bleak, to put it lightly. There’s a lot of faces 
in it, all twisted in some sort of agony. Unraveling bandages spool 
around the figures, splattered with blood and black edges. And 
Tsushima’s still working on it, adding layers and layers of darkness to 
his piece, so black and so dark that Sato wonders if there’s a point to 


it. There’s a thread of eerie blue winding around the edges of the 
painting, giving off an almost glowing feeling. 


One afternoon, Kashimura comes in to drop off a stack of papers. 
The moment he catches sight of Tsushima’s painting, he sighs. 


“Here, you are human,” he says simply, picking up a brush and 
painting a dash of red over the top. The paint drips down slowly over 
the blues and blacks, a slash of vibrant life over a desolate 
wasteland. 


“As always, | am washed clean by your hand,” Tsushima murmurs as 
Kashimura leaves, too far away to hear him. Sighing, Tsushima turns 
back to his painting, considering it for a while. “What a brutish chibi.” 


But Tsushima does not cover up the red slash of paint that 
Kashimura had dashed upon his work. Instead, he paints around it. 
Plantlife springs from the red, birds fly, then sunlight and stars leak 
from the gaps between the paint. Instead of despair, as the painting 
had initially looked like, it feels like hope. 


The curator is particularly impressed with Tsushima’s piece, calling it 
“revolutionary” and “brilliant beyond your years.” She makes it the 
centerpiece of the whole show, proudly displaying it in the middle of 
the gallery. Tsushima, surprisingly, seems less than pleased about 
this. 


“It's just not my best work,” he says when he’s questioned about it. 
But something’s clouding his eyes when he says it, as if that’s not 
really it. Still, none of them can wrangle anything more from 
Tsushima, and it’s a gorgeous enough piece of work that everyone 
and their mother is suitably impressed. 


The days leading up to the art show are hectic, full of students 
struggling to finish their art pieces in time and teachers pointing out 
every technical error. Even Tsushima isn’t exempt, with their teacher 
snapping at him several times over his choice of brush stroke and 
color. But Tsushima is stubborn, continuing to work mulishly on his 


piece until he finally says that it’s as close to complete as he can get 
it. 


When the night of the exhibit finally comes, Sato could almost cry in 
pride. Everyone’s worked really hard, she thinks. All around her is a 
true show of her classmates’ best efforts, her own among them. 
Every piece is refined and beautiful, chock full of talent and hard 
work. Even her own painting, one of a rabbit wearing a red coat in 
the snow under the leaves of a red maple, seems beautiful here. And 
of course Tsushima’s piece stands in the middle of it all, an explosion 
of life and colors laid on the background of something deep and 
dark. 


But when Kashimura finally sees it at the art show, he scoffs. 


“All that, just for this?” he says to Tsushima. Tsushima sighs out 
through his nose, nostrils flaring. 


“| Know,” he snaps. “I’m aware.” 


“You can do better,” Kashimura says easily, as if it’s a core truth of 
the world. Tsushima rolls his eyes. 


“| said | know,” he says again. 


“| should’ve splashed more paint on it,” Kashimura says, eyeing the 
painting again. Tsushima is the one scoffing now, rolling his eyes. 


“And what exactly do you know about aesthetics?” he demands. 
“Clearly, more than you showed here,” Kashimura fires right back. 
“To comfort the disturbed, to disturb the comfortable—you’ve done 
neither here. It was better before.” 


“Then why did you ruin it?” Tsushima snaps. 


“...Lam not afraid of you, Tsushima,” Kashimura hisses lowly. “You 
don't scare me.” 


“Maybe | should, Chuu~ya,” Tsushima says. “Maybe you should be a 
little less comfortable.” 


This time, Kashimura actually laughs, as if it's the funniest thing he’s 
ever heard. 


“In your dreams, mackerel.” With that, Kashimura sweeps off to look 
at the rest of the paintings, leaving Tsushima scowling at his 
painting. 


“| hate it when that slug has a point,” he mutters darkly, clearly to 
himself. But for the rest of the night, he hardly leaves that spot right 
in front of his painting, scrutinizing it as if trying to figure out where it 
had gone wrong. 


Sato cannot, for the life of her, figure out what is going on with these 
two. Why had Kashimura been so disparaging? And why had 
Tsushima been so willing to accept it? She glances back at 
Tsushima’s painting, looking for something that might jump out at 
her. But no, it’s just as impressive and beautiful as ever. It’s the kind 
of artwork she could only ever dream of producing, the kind that 
takes a lifetime of work and passion to achieve. So where had 
Kashimura and Tsushima found it lacking? 


With the museum date fully nuked, the POG Squad has no choice 
but to go on to their next plan. This one revolves around their Home 
Economics class, which they take once a week, rotating with a whole 
host of other electives. The important part of this, however, is that 
their upcoming class is a paired one. They're tasked with making a 
whole host of French pastries, which the teachers have deemed too 
difficult and finicky for just one person to make. 


To make sure that Tsushima and Kashimura are paired together, 
Sato and Murata go out of their way to ensure that everyone else in 
the class is already paired up. Murata brushes it off as simply “class 
president duties,” while Sato plays the part of her harried assistant. 
Everyone in the POG Squad (which has somehow become the 


majority of the class) backs them up, convincing even their most 
skeptical classmates that pairs need to be decided ahead of time. 


This is the situation that Kashimura and Tsushima find themselves in 
when Home Economics comes around. Suddenly, everyone around 

them has already paired up, leaving only the two of them to pair with 
each other. Kashimura frowns deeply, as if heavily reconsidering his 
life choices. 


“Anyone but you,” he says despairingly. “Please. You can’t even 
make cup ramen without exploding the microwave!” 


“Wait—that was you?” Takeda suddenly shouts. “We didn’t have a 
microwave for a week! And it’s because you couldn't make cup 
ramen?!” 


“Ahahaha,” Tsushima chuckles nervously. “Uh. In my defense, no 
one told me about forks in the microwave—” 


“YOU PUT A FORK IN THE MICROWAVE?” Murata sputters. “1 
thought you were smart, Tsushima!” 


“Please, God,” Kashimura mumbles again, genuinely looking like 
he’s about to fall on his knees to beg. “Anyone but him. Please.” 


“Haha, very funny,” Tsushima snarks. “I’m not that bad!” 
“You are. And you don't even realize it.” 
“lll show you—uh...Kashimura, is the batter supposed to do...that?” 


“TSUSHIMA!” Kashimura bellows, taking the still-raw batter off the 
stove, where the plastic had started melting onto the table. “Oh my 
God. You're a menace. Just—just sit down. Please.” 


“Why can’t we just have canned crab and call it a day?” Tsushima 
gripes, picking up a large pastry knife. Everyone flinches as he 
waves it around, clearly not paying attention to where he’s swinging. 
“Look, | can at least slice bread—” 


“THAT’S NOT MEANT TO BE CUT YET!” Kashimura yells, quickly 
yanking the knife out of Tsushima’s hand. Tsushima sighs 
dramatically, finally plopping down on his seat. Immediately, he 
jumps up again, a guilty look passing over his face. 


“Uh...Kashimura...” He cranes his head to look at his butt, which is 
absolutely covered with a mess of icing, batter, and butter. Behind 
him, two bowls of filling lay sad and half-empty on the edge of his 
seat. 


“That's it!” their teacher snaps, finally stomping over. “Tsushima! Get 
out of my class! Come back when you develop enough skills to 
match a six year old!” 


She shoos Tsushima out of the classroom and slams the door 
behind him, leaving the rest of the class in shock. No one has ever 
gotten kicked out of Home Economics before. Ever. 


With a groan, Kashimura drops his head to the table with a loud 
smack. 


“| hate him,” he moans, half covered in frosting due to Tsushima’s 
antics. “| hate him.” 


“There, there,” their teacher says, patting him on the back. “Up you 
get, now. You can work with Sato-san and Murata-san for today. And 
please. One of you teach that—that horrid boy how to exist in a 
kitchen. | fear for his future.” 


“Don’t we all,” Kashimura mumbles as he makes his way to Sato and 
Murata’s table. He flashes them a weak smile. “Sorry, guys.” 


“No need, no need,” they both say hurriedly. “Tsushima—yeah. Uh. 
Sorry you had to deal with him.” 


“| hate him,” Kashimura repeats again, as if it hadn’t been enough 
the first two times. Murata and Sato glance at each other, silently 


debating who’s going to confront Kashimura first. Sato, as always, 
loses the nonverbal fight. Sighing, she turns to Kashimura. 


“Look, he’s uh—he’s pretty bad, I'll admit,” she says. “But uh, we can 
focus on our work for today, right? And then later...we can teach him 
how to use a microwave.” 


“He’s sixteen,” Kashimura moans again. “How does he not know 
how to use a microwave? Why doesn’t he know how to eat anything 
other than canned crab? Why is he such a waste of space?” 


“Kashimura. The pastry cream,” Murata says impatiently, tapping her 
whisk against Kashimura’s head. “Snap out of it.” 


“| have to /ive with him, Murata.” Kashimura’s eyes are full of such 
despair that even Sato feels bad. “Every day. This isn’t even the 
worst he’s done. | just—’” And he’s off again, ranting about Tsushima 
and all of his flaws. 


And oh boy, does Kashimura have a lot to complain about. A lot of it 
is stuff that neither Sato nor Murata have ever heard before, but it 
seems endless. The way Tsushima throws his socks on the floor, or 
the way he keeps Kashimura up at night, or his annoying ass 
alarm...the list goes on. 


“And he follows me around all the time too! Like a lost puppy!” 
Kashimura keeps ranting as he mixes together ingredients with an 
effortless sort of grace that Sato could only hope to replicate. “And 
he has the nerve to call me a dog! Me!” 


... Yeah. It’s certainly a love-hate relationship. Emphasis on the hate, 
apparently. 


After the disaster that is their home economics class, the POG 
Squad decides to try again. This time, it’s Kashimura’s soccer finals. 
Everyone knows that you fall in love watching your man kick ass in 
sports, on the field. There’s something primal and competitive about 
it, and Sato knows that Tsushima likes watching Kashimura on the 


field. Hell, she does too. The way his hair bounces as he runs down 
the soccer field, or the flex of his calves as he kicks the ball...Sato 
could go on, but she’d much rather just watch the man instead. 


She’s definitely not alone in that regard. There’s always a gaggle of 
admirers that turn up for soccer practice despite having nothing to do 
with the sport. And she knows for a fact that a whole bunch of them 
are there to watch Kashimura. 


The team is doing phenomenally well this year, all things considered. 
Shukuichi always does well, of course; it comes with the territory of 
being a school with a top-tier reputation in literally everything. This 
year, they’ve made it to prefecture finals, which, if they win, will give 
them an automatic spot in the nationals. And people are saying that 
this is the best that the soccer team has looked in years. 


A huge part of their success is due to Kashimura. Hanamura, the 
captain of the soccer team, has been referring to him as a soccer 
prodigy since term began. Kashimura is lightning quick on the field, 
with flawless footwork that genuinely boggles the mind, and is 
extraordinarily accurate to boot. He hardly misses any goals he 
shoots or passes he makes, every shot as accurate as a laser beam. 
Yoshino, the vice captain of the team, declares that whether or not 
they make it to the nationals rides solely on Kashimura’s shoulders. 
He’s their ace striker, someone who is as accurate as he is fast, and 
totally unpredictable to boot. 


The prefecture finals are in a little over a week, and it feels like the 
entire school is majorly stressed. Nationals appearances aren't 
exactly rare for Shukuichi, but there’s a real undercurrent of 
excitement this time. People really believe that if they make it to the 
nationals, they might have a shot at winning the entire thing. And it 
all starts here, at the prefecture finals. 


Now, Sato is a connoisseur of romance novels and all things heart- 
pounding. She knows that there is a moment, after one achieves 
something great, when all inhibitions fly out the window. What she’s 
banking on is that, in the excitement after Shukuichi wins, Kashimura 


will forget himself and act purely on instinct. If she’s lucky, she might 
even be able to witness them kissing because of it! And Tsushima— 

bright, happy-go-lucky, sunny Tsushima—might just be subject to the 
same thing. 


In the meantime, she gets to watch the soccer team run around the 
field every afternoon, sweaty and glistening. Kashimura's flaming 
hair burns bright in the wintry sun, a defiant splash of color among 
the blacks and brown of everyone else. Next to her, she feels 
Tsushima sidle in. He does that sometimes when Kashimura is at 
practice, though he usually leaves before Kashimura ever sees him. 


Sometimes, Sato considers telling Kashimura that Tsushima often 
comes to watch his practices. But then again, she's almost certain 
that he already knows. He always seems to know where Tsushima 
is, at any rate. It’s just another one of their weird songs and dances 
with each other, where neither is willing to budge an inch for the 
other. 


“He’s very fast,” Sato remarks to Tsushima, eyes still trained on the 
speck of red on the field below. Tsushima giggles, sighing in a way 
that makes Sato want to puke out of sheer disgust. 


“He really is very fast...for a shortie,” Tsushima sighs. “If only he 
were taller. Maybe then he could go pro...now that’s a thought. 
Professional soccer player Kashimura Chuuya.” 


“He would have legions of fangirls,” Sato remarks idly. Tsushima 
scoffs. 


“Who would like such a sluglike chibi like him?” 


“Tsushima...you know that half of our year is in love with him, right?” 
And that the only reason they don't go for him is because they know 
he only has eyes for you? 


“The people in our year have very bad taste,” Tsushima nods sagely, 
seemingly completely unbothered. “They can do better than him. 


After all, he’s just a brutish chibi with no manners.” 


Including you? Sato wants to say. But she’s been raised better than 
that. She’s got manners. Unlike Tsushima, clearly. 


But for someone who isn’t into Kashimura, Tsushima sure is paying a 
lot of attention to him. Once in a while, Sato glances over at 
Tsushima, mostly out of sheer curiosity. Every time she turns to look 
at him, he’s staring down Kashimura with the intensity of a thousand 
suns. She can almost fee! his eyes tracking Kashimura across the 
field. And she’s like ninety percent sure that Tsushima doesn’t know 
the first thing about soccer either. 


Still, it's somewhat nice, hanging out with someone and staring at a 
boy that you’re both equally obsessed with. Although now that Sato 
thinks about it, it’s possible that Tsushima is even more obsessed 
than she is. And that’s definitely a terrifying thought, because Sato 
has been obsessing over things since she was ten years old and 
discovered what BL was. 


...Oh my God, I’m living a BL. | could literally make a doujin about 
my classmates’ BL love story. Wow. 


She files that thought away to share with Murata later. 


KRERERKEERERRERERERRRRERE 


When the day of the prefecture finals comes around, everyone is 
buzzing with excitement. The stadium is absolutely packed, which 
never happens. There’s been banners and little posters put up all 
around the school over the last few days, all depicting various 
members of the soccer team. Stickers and little pom poms are 
passed out with enthusiasm, and the Shukuichi colors have never 
flown brighter. 


Carefully stepping around her far-too-excited classmates, Sato takes 
her seat in the very front row fieldside. As one of the managers of 
the soccer team, she gets prime seating. And as her first act of 


nepotism, she makes sure that Tsushima is sitting right next to her, 
within grabbing distance of Kashimura should he lose control and 
decide to lock lips with Tsushima then and there. 


(Also, none of the other students had complained when she’d very 
quickly explained that it was for the sake of the POG Squad. They’re 
all just as desperate to see Tsushima and Kashimura together as 
she is.) 


Murata sits on Tsushima’s other side, effectively sandwiching him so 
that he can’t escape. It kind of sucks a little that Sato can't really talk 
to her best friend during the most exciting event of the year, but oh 
well. Sacrifices must be made in the name of the greater good. 


The thrum of excitement in the air is palpable, with both sides 
starting to roar with cheers. The opposing team, Meiji Senior High 
School from urban Tokyo, is just as competitive and excited as them. 
Where Shukuichi is a mass of red, gold, and black, Meiji is a sea of 
sky blue and white. They meet and clash like waves, back and forth 
around the stadium. 


Meiji Senior High is a titan in the world of high school soccer; they’ve 
represented Tokyo at the nationals for five years running. But 
Shukuichi isn’t going down without a fight this year. Hanamura is a 
damn good captain and they've got their European ace in Kashimura 
on their side. 


With a loud whistle, the match kicks off, the roar of the crowd so loud 
that Sato can’t hear anything else. Meiji is in possession first, but 
Shukuichi’s defensive line is a force to be reckoned with. Still, Meiji 
are no slouches. They move the ball down the field quickly, kicking 
up a storm of grass and dirt. From this close, Sato swears that she 
can see the sweat on each of the players’ faces. 


Next to her, Tsushima has somehow magically pulled out a 
sketchbook and is furiously sketching. She knows exactly why too— 
Tsushima had talked before about how he always wants to capture 
passion and the heat of a moment. At the time, they'd all just 


assumed he was talking about making out with Kashimura or 
something, but it’s clear now that he also means other passions. 


Surreptitiously, she sneaks a glance over at what he’s sketching. 
And...it's Kashimura. In his red and black soccer uniform. Really, she 
shouldn't even be surprised at this point, but every time she’s 
reminded of exactly how whipped they are for each other, her 
conviction to get them together doubles. 


It quickly becomes clear that Tsushima is not just drawing a portrait 
of Kashimura; he’s using the soccer players as a reference for figure 
drawing. Somehow, he’s managed to capture the dynamics of their 
movement on paper, split seconds frozen into still frames. A hard 
kick from Kashimura is transformed into strong curves and long 
lines, leading down into even more sketches and figures. At this 
point, Tsushima is only half watching the game, far more consumed 
by his art. 


Which is a shame, because the match is electrifying. Both teams 
seem evenly matched, with Meiji unable to get past Shukuichi’s 
incredibly solid defense and Shukuichi’s offense unable to actually 
pass the ball to their strikers. But Meiji’s star players are in their 
forwards, and sooner or later, they find a gap to exploit. A split 
second of indecision on Shukuichi’s part is all it takes for the ball to 
go sailing through the goal. 


“ONE-ZERO MEIJI SENIOR HIGH SCHOOL!” The announcer’s 
voice booms through the stadium, reverberating through the walls. 


The blue side of the stadium erupts into screams and cheers, 
whooping excitedly for their team. Meanwhile, Kashimura looks 
pissed. His competitive streak is finally showing, Sato thinks. She’s 
always known he had one because she sees it every day in his fights 
with Tsushima, but it’s rare to see that fire directed at anything else. 
And he’s incensed, looking for all the world like he’s ready to 
dropkick someone in the solar plexus. 


Shukuichi takes the offensive now, pushing the ball forwards. The 
players fan out to take their positions, feet flying as they dance 
around each other. Shukuichi’s playstyle is fast and sudden, unlike 
Meiji's slow, unstoppable push. But the speed at which Shukuichi 
plays suits Kashimura perfectly. He’s like a shadow, darting back and 
forth, searching for any openings to let his teammates pass the ball 
to him. 


The moment the ball gets past Meiji’s midfielders, Kashimura is on it 
in a flash. His footwork, Sato thinks, is a thing of beauty. His dribbling 
is quick and precise, with not a single misstep or wasted movement. 
And it allows him to move down the field with a truly erratic 
movement—another one of his strengths. Kashimura moves the ball 
so unpredictably that it’s difficult for his own team to keep up, let 
alone the opponent. 


Before they even realize it, Kashimura’s by himself in the endzone, 
poised to score a goal. Meiji’s goalie wavers, left and right, trying to 
prepare for any outcome. But Kashimura isn’t playing mind games— 
at least, not right then. With one final dash to the left side of the field, 
ball between his heels, he immediately turns and sends the ball 
flying into the goal with such speed that the goalie doesn’t even have 
time to react. 


There’s the soft whoosh of the ball hitting the net, and then— 


Yells louder than thunder come crashing down, screaming and 
cheering Kashimura’s goal. Tsushima’s cheeks burn pink in the 
sunlight, which Sato personally thinks is a very good sign. 


“Good shit!” she hears Kashimura yell as he reconvenes with his 
team. “But we have to keep the ball rolling. Our next play...” 


Back and forth the ball goes, between the feet of one team and then 
the other. Meiji and Shukuichi are almost entirely evenly matched, 
with neither team able to score a huge advantage. Shukuichi’s 
defense is too solid to let Meiji push through uninterrupted, but Meiji 
reacts quickly enough to absorb Shukuichi’s viciously quick attacks. 


Two more goals are scored, one for each side, and the crowd’s roars 
grow in intensity with it. Sato quickly finds herself swept up in all the 
excitement, leaping to her feet and cheering whenever Shukuichi 
makes a good pass and groaning whenever they make a bad play. 


By the time the clock hits the hour and twenty minute mark, both 
teams are tied, 2-2. It’s down to the wire, and Sato can feel her 
nerves rising, holding her breath as the ball is reset at the center 
again. It’s Shukuichi in possession now, but the ball goes out of 
bounds, and now it’s Meiji on the offensive. Five minutes left, and 
they’re looking at overtime—but then Meiji fails a pass and kicks the 
ball off-field. Now it’s Shukuichi back in possession, with a scant two 
minutes remaining. If they can just move the ball forward enough— 


But there’s no opening to pass to Kashimura. He dances on the 
outskirts, towards the goal, but his teammates are separated from 
him by ten determined teenagers who do not want to let their dreams 
die at this match. There’s another fifteen, twenty seconds of running 
the ball back and forth, and then Captain Hanamura, in a full hail 
mary, kicks the ball up and over Meiji’s heads— 


And Kashimura jumps. 


It’s like a miracle. He catches the ball on the inside of his right foot, 
and with a phenomenally strong kick, he sends the ball flying from 
midair into the goal. Meiji’s goalie can’t even react, having never 
expected the ball to come in from that direction at all. 


There’s a moment of silence— did we all just witness that? Did that 
just happen? --and the crowd absolutely erupts. Screams, cries, 
students jumping up and down on their seats; it’s incredible to 
witness. 


The timer fully runs out half a minute later, and it’s like the floodgates 
have opened. Hundreds of Shukuichi students pour from the stands 
onto the field, cheering and whooping. Kashimura gets lifted onto the 
soccer team’s shoulders, hoisted up in the air as everyone rallies 
around him. 


“Kashimura! Kashimura! Kashimura!” 


The look of elation on Kashimura’s face is one that Sato thinks she 
will never forget. His smile is so bright that it outshines the sun, eyes 
crinkled up so that his eyes are just a sliver of blue. Even dirty and 
ruffled as he is, he’s still the most handsome boy she’s ever seen. 


Next to her, Tsushima sighs. 


“That hatrack really can’t keep his head down, huh?” But despite the 
mildly disparaging remark, he is smiling. And though the crowd is so 
thick now that Tsushima has absolutely no chance of getting close to 
Kashimura, Sato will still count it as a win. Because what does 
Tsushima say next, almost unconsciously? 


“| could kiss him right now.” 


And yeah, sure, okay. They haven't gotten together just yet. But with 
these two’? It’s still a step in the right direction, and that’s more 
progress than they've had all year. Sato will take it, thank you very 
much. 


With that in mind, she lets herself get carried away with the crowd, 


screaming and clapping. After all, there’s a whole victory to 
celebrate! 


“You were supposed to keep your head down! We’re not supposed 
to draw attention to ourselves!” 


“FUCK OFF AND LET ME HAVE THIS!” 
...Just another day for Dazai and Chuuya. 
Chapter End Notes 


Thank you all so much for reading! As always, comments and 
kudos make my day. 


And sorry for forgetting to update yesterday--but hey, at least it's 
only a day late :D 


you are a little hotter than i previously 
expected and it’s kinda throwing me off 


Chapter Notes 
See the end of the chapter for notes 


Chuuya has not spoken a word to Dazai (that isn’t angry yelling) in 
nearly three weeks. And Dazai is...well, to put it lightly, he’s pissed. 


How dare the chibi ignore him? How dare he treat Dazai like he’s the 
one who’s done something wrong? 


Dazai gets it. Chuuya got all his innermost thoughts and desires 
thrown out into the wind, exposed right in front of him, blah blah blah. 
But it’s not like Dazai didn’t already know? And didn’t Chuuya tell 
him everything after Murakami had trapped him anyways? Maybe 
not the bit about having a partner that he’s sworn undying love to or 
something, but honestly, Dazai’s not that surprised. Chuuya’s always 
had a bit of a romantic bone in his body. 


...Well, it does kind of peeve him off that Chuuya has a lover— 
partner?--of some kind and he never told Dazai. But the real problem 
is that it’s interfering with their work and Dazai does not like it when 
the chibi is ignoring him. It’s infuriating and it distracts him from the 
real work at hand. Something pinches at his chest annoyingly 
whenever Chuuya catches sight of him and then turns away. They 
haven't shared a bed in days, and Dazai’s sleep is suffering because 
of it. 


In short, Dazai refuses to let this go on. The problem, however, is 
that Dazai’s never had to deal with this side of Chuuya before. An 
angry Chuuya? Dazai can handle that because Chuuya is constantly 
angry, all the time. Sad Chuuya? Unfortunately, Dazai’s had 
experience with that one too (and pissed off Chuuya even more in 
the process). But a Chuuya who ignores him? Dazai has never had 


to try that hard to get Chuuya’s attention. Except now it seems like 
whatever he does, it’s not enough to make Chuuya look at him. It’s 
infuriating. 


Dazai spends the next three days, five hours, and seven minutes 
plotting out exactly how he’s going to make Chuuya look at him 
again. He could steal Chuuya’s rage pillow, for example. Or mess 
with his expensive hair products. Steal the sheets off his bed. Spill 
ink all over his notes. Peel his eyelids back so that he’s forced to 
look at Dazai. 


But every idea is discarded as quickly as it comes, every one of 
them suboptimal for one reason or another. Dazai sighs in 
frustration, ignoring the way that his classmates titter at him. 
Seriously. Fuck Chuuya. He’s the only person that’s ever made 
Dazai lose control over his tightly-controlled emotions, leaving him 
gasping for air in a classroom, of all places. 


Normally, if Chuuya hears Dazai sigh like that, he’s on him in an 
instant, pestering him to tell him what’s wrong. But today, just like the 
days before it, Chuuya is cold and impersonal, without even the 
slightest hint of a muscle twitch to show concern for Dazai. 


Oh, Dazai’s just about had it. He’s going to— 


“Tsushima-kun, did you hear me?” Their teacher, a severe young 
woman with thin lips and high expectations, raps her pointer against 
the podium at the front. 


“Sorry, sensei,” Dazai says, lifting his voice up into Tsushima’s 
cheery timbre. “I was, umm, a little distracted!” 


“Pay more attention, please,” she says, pinning him down with a 
glare. In another life, one where Dazai is an actual normal teenager, 
she might have intimidated him. Yet here and now, he barely 
registers it at all. 


“As | was saying, the cultural festival is coming up soon. Now, | must 
remind you that Shukuichi’s festival is famous for being detailed, 
beautiful, luxurious, and welcoming. In short, | expect nothing less 
than perfection from all of you. Our preparations as a class begin 
today. Now. Who'd like to be on the festival committee?” 


Predictably, in a room full of sullen teenagers, no one raises their 
hand. Their teacher sighs, dragging her hand across her face. 


“Sato-san, would you be so kind as to take the lead? You'll head up 
the festival committee.” 


“O-oh, certainly, sensei,” Sato stammers out. “Er—well, | need at least 
two more people...” 


Dazai watches her lazily as she anxiously looks around the room, 
waiting for anyone to volunteer themselves. But just like when the 
teacher asked, no one raises their hand. There’s a beat or two of 
awkward silence, then a grumble. 


“Fine, | volunteer to be on the committee,” Murata groans, standing 
up. “And Takeda will volunteer to be on it too.” 


“Hey!” Takeda cries. “I didn’t agree to anything.” 


“Sorry, you don’t get a choice,” Murata shoots back. The teacher 
sighs again. 


“Takeda-kun, will you agree to be on the committee?” she asks. 
Takeda slouches back in his seat, but grumbles in agreement 
nonetheless. 


“Our next order of business, of course, is deciding what we will be 
doing for the cultural festival,” the teacher continues. “Now, I'll put in 
my vote for kabuki... lve got a wonderful piece in mind, and we'll put 
on several performances throughout the festival.” 


Immediately, the class is much more alert, each racking their brains 
to try to think of something, literally anything else. No one wants to 
do kabuki; it’s old and stuffy and boring, and no teenager (no matter 
how cultured and advanced they are) enjoys it. And if they have to 
participate in class to avoid doing it? So be it. 


Slowly, the noise level in the classroom rises as people start pitching 
out ideas. There’s the classic haunted house, a performance that 
isn’t kabuki, a talent show...or maybe something a little more out 
there, a little more exciting. Like perhaps— 


“A crossdressing cafe!” Takeda exclaims, standing up. There’s a 
pause, as if everyone is just digesting that information, and then 
everything erupts all at once. 


“No—” 
“That's a terrible idea—" 
“Wait a second—" 
“Honestly? Genius.” 


But despite the contrasting opinions, it’s the suggestion that’s gotten 
the biggest reaction out of the class by far. Enough that now it’s an 
actual contender for the festival. The girls are excited to wear pants 
for once in the middle of winter, and the boys are...mixed on skirts. 


“It’s not like we’re going to be crossdressing in our school uniforms, 
you know!” one guy says, clearly enthused. His friend sitting next to 
him looks 


“| think we should go full butler-and-maid costumes, personally,” one 
girl suggests. “And we could have, like, different colored ribbons or 
something.” 


“What about full traditional dress? Everyone looks good in traditional 
dress.” 


“That feels...a little sacrilegious. It’s not just me, right? | don’t-” 
“European-style ballgowns?” 


“Dude, if you think I’m going to do anything in that many layers of 
fabric, you are sorely mistaken.” 


“We could do like, maybe colorful dresses? Or like a play on our 
school uniform?” 


“Hold on, hold on, hold on. Did we already decide that we’re just 
gonna...do this crossdressing cafe thing?” One guy holds his hands 
up, clearly agitated. “I—-we didn’t even vote yet!” 


“Fine,” Sato sighs, standing up. “All in favor of the crossdressing 
cafe?” 


A good three quarters of the class’ hands shoot up in the air. The 
remaining quarter groans, clearly unhappy with the result. 


“Why! Why did we decide to go with this?!” one of them bemoans. 


Meanwhile Dazai...isn’t sure how to feel. It’s not like he hasn’t seen 
Chuuya in women’s clothing before; sometimes, when they go 
undercover, Chuuya does have to dress like a girl. But in those 
instances, it’s always life or death. This...this festival is not life or 
death. And Chuuya is currently glaring down at Sato like his life 
depends on it. But she’s not even looking at him, too busy trying to 
get everyone else in the class to calm down. 


“Right, well-let's start dividing up the work. Umm, we'll go get some 
fabric after school today—” 


“My father’s company literally manufactures fabrics and makes 
luxury dresses!” one student yells. “I’m sure he wouldn't mind 
helping us out here. Right? If we’re going to do this, we might as well 
do it all the way.” 


“Right, yes—thank you, Yamamoto-san. Um, | guess we should 
discuss styles...?” 


In the end, the class settles on custom dresses and suits for every 
single student, because Shukuichi students apparently have more 
money than they know what to do with. Either that, or Yamamoto 
(and his dad, by proxy) are just really into the whole crossdressing 
thing. 


When they start splitting up the class by jobs, Dazai tries to move as 
fast as he can to the group that handles cooking or, like, 
management or something. Anything so that he doesn’t have to 
crossdress. Unfortunately for him, Murata has kept her eye on him 
the entire time. Dazai has barely started across the room when she 
comes over and marches him towards a gaggle of students who are 
currently cooing over Chuuya. 


“And where do you think you're going?” Her tone is firm and icy. “You 
know full well what you look like, pretty boy. You really think I’m 
going to just let you waste away that face in the back?” 


“Please,” Dazai begs, “don't do this to me. | will literally wash the 
dishes with a toothbrush if | have to. Please do not make me put on 
a dress.” 


“The decision has already been made,” Murata declares, and shoves 
him at the other students. 


“Ooh, Murata does have a good eye!” Yamamoto says as he 
appraises Dazai, looking him up and down. “Well. Your features 
aren't as fine as Kashimura-san over here, and you’re a bit tall...but 
with some work? It could be very nice indeed.” 


“Kashimura is perfect for crossdressing,” one of the other girls 
gushes. “Look at his face! With makeup, we can soften up his jawline 
a little, and—" 


They keep prattling on, gushing over just how perfect Chuuya is 
going to be as a girl. Almost subconsciously, Dazai grinds his teeth. 
He knows Chuuya is pretty when he’s all dressed up, because every 
time they go on a mission where Chuuya is crossdressing, he 
invariably gets hit on by at least ten men. And it’s not like he hasn't 
heard Kouyou complimenting Chuuya’s skin, or his posture, or his 
figure. Kouyou’s girls, too, say much the same thing about him. 


Chuuya crossdressing is nothing new. So why, then, is Dazai getting 
so riled up over this? 


It must be because Chuuya is still ignoring him, so he’s particularly 
sensitive to everything Chuuya-related. There’s no other good 
reason for Dazai to feel like he’s a hair trigger away from firing his 
gun into every single damn person in this room. 


Out of the corner of his eye, he catches more students eyeing 
Chuuya up and down, taking his measurements, and putting his 
hands around his waist. Dazai...wants to throw up. 


“Tsushima-kun,” one of the girls says lightly as she steps up to him. 
“| need to take your measurements now, please!” 


“Sure,” Dazai manages, smile painted over his face. Then, “What 
kind of clothes are you guys thinking about for me?” 


That question gets the attention of several of the students working 
around Chuuya. They fall to Dazai’s side almost immediately, 
babbling over each other about their ideas. 


“Well, since you're so tall, Tsushima-kun, we thought we could do a 
more European style of dress!” 


“He would look really good with stockings, though—we should include 
thigh highs for him...” 


“A shorter skirt? Not too bad of an idea...or we could have it fall just 
below his knees.” 


Dazai replies with something inane, almost unconsciously 
manipulating the conversation. But when all of the students leave 
Chuuya alone and start flocking to him instead, it fee/s like a victory. 


But the way that Chuuya doesn’t even /ook at him before going to sit 
down in his seat... 


Something sour and nasty curls up in his gut, and Dazai has to 
control himself before he stomps over to Chuuya and grabs him right 
by the collar. He wants to demand exactly what crawled up Chuuya’s 
ass and died, exactly what had bothered him so much that he can’t 
even /ook at Dazai. 


But Dazai is the Demon Prodigy, and his masks are immaculate. So 
instead of being able to figure out what’s wrong with Chuuya, Dazai 
is left to the devices of half a dozen eager teenagers, all with 
different ideas for him. 


Almost unconsciously, he reaches out for a wrist that isn’t there. His 
hand moves all of two centimeters before he snaps it back. He 
hadn’t been reaching for Chuuya. Definitely not. It’s just that Chuuya 
has always been there to commiserate with him in times of particular 
annoyance. And this definitely counts as annoyance. Chuuya isn't 
even here with him now. Instead, he’s at his seat, reading over a 
textbook, looking for all the world like he’s completely unbothered. 


...Like Dazai doesn’t exist. 


Suddenly, Dazai is very, very miffed at the whole situation. 


“Chuuya,” Dazai grinds out later, lying alone on the couch. “We need 
to...talk.” 


God, he can’t believe he just said those words. Dazai is a master 
manipulator. He gets other people to talk, not beg for a conversation 
with them. Even so, he’s still confident that he has the upper hand. 
Chuuya has never been the kind of cold, logical person one needs to 


be in order to steer a conversation efficiently. And Dazai, despite 
everything that’s happened lately, is still just as cold, ruthless, and 
efficient as ever. 


That’s what he tells himself, at least. But even he can’t stop the fury 
rising in his chest when Chuuya simply elects to ignore him. Again. 


“Chuuya,” he says again, ice threading its way through his voice. “| 
am not asking. Your behavior is putting this mission at risk.” 


Of all things, that’s what finally gets Chuuya’s attention. 


“I’m putting the mission at risk?” Chuuya snarls. “| haven’t done 
anything wrong. | have kept up with all your insane demands, 
gathered every piece of information you’ve demanded, and more. 
How the fuck am | the problem?” 


Ah, there’s that familiar anger. Dazai can work with that. Angry 
Chuuya is something he’s extremely well-acquainted with. In any 
case, it’s far better than the ignoring act that Chuuya has been 
putting up. 

“Ne ne, Chuuya. Don’t you know that communication and trust are 
what makes or breaks a partnership?” Mori’s words, quoted almost 


verbatim, fill the air with tension, like a spring waiting to bounce 
back. 


“| know what Mori said,” Chuuya hisses. “But Mori—” 


“Has never been wrong. And even if he was, you should know better 
than to cross him. After all, wasn’t it you who swore your undying 
loyalty to him?” 


“Fuck off, shity bastard. This has nothing to do with him.” 
“So you admit that there’s something after all.” 


Now Chuuya’s looking at him, eyes full of hatred and something else 
that Dazai can’t quite place. That pisses him off too; after all, he’s 


always been able to read the chibi like the back of his hand. 


“What do you want me to say, exactly?” he snarls. “Are we trying 
open and honest communication now, Dazai? Because | have to say, 
if that’s what you’re going for, you’re doing a fucking terrible job at it.” 


“Chuuya,” Dazai says again, low and slow, like he’s tasting Chuuya’s 
name on his tongue. From across the room, Chuuya squeezes his 
eyes shut in annoyance. Because despite this whole situation, he 
still knows exactly what Dazai is implying, the threat behind his 
name. Because their form of communication has never been just 
about words, but about all the spaces in between. It’s about the way 
they can read each other’s heartbeats, the temperature of their skin, 
the twitch of an eye... 


Chuuya has been closing all of those avenues of communication 
recently. And Dazai knows that he knows it. 


Finally, Chuuya sighs, something long and tired and just this side of 
too sad. 


“Dazai,” he says slowly, voice soft, “do you really not understand 
why?” 


And, well. Dazai...in the back of his head, he knows. He’s probably 
always known. After all, Dazai is a master manipulator, and 
manipulation is all about reading people’s emotions. And maybe 
Dazai doesn’t know his own emotions, and maybe he doesn’t quite 
know how feelings work. But that doesn’t mean that he can’t 
recognize those emotions when they’re presented right in front of 
him and twist them to suit his own interests. 


“You're in love,” he says out loud. In the corner of his eye, Chuuya 
sighs and slumps down in his chair. It’s all the confirmation he 
needs. 


God, the chibi is such a fucking idiot. 


“You’re such a fucking idiot,” Dazai declares. “You know there’s no 
room for love in the mafia. You know that it’s only a weakness that 
will bring about ruin. Kouyou must have taught you that much, at 
least.” 


“| know,” Chuuya snaps. “But I’ve never let it interfere with anything 
before, and | won't start now.” 


“You just let it interfere with our work for these past couple of weeks,” 
Dazai points out. “Chibi. Hatrack. What the fuck are you doing?” 


“Careful, Dazai. | might think you care,” Chuuya sneers. Dazai 
harrumphs in disdain. There’s a tense moment of silence, and then 


“Who is it?” Dazai asks. 


Across the room, Chuuya breaks his pen. 


It’s been two weeks. The school festival is upon them, and Chuuya is 
still not talking to Dazai. 


Okay, granted, he’s been a /ittle more open recently. They've been 
sleeping in the same bed again, at least. And Chuuya is at least 
communicating a little more nonverbally again. But he still hasn’t said 
anything to Dazai that isn’t filled with vitriol and hate, and he also 
hasn't kissed Dazai in all that time either. Sure, Dazai has tried to 
steal some kisses here and there, but Chuuya is frustratingly evasive 
when he wants to be. 


So here Dazai is at an ungodly hour, far too early in the morning to 
be awake. He’s Chuuyaless, kiss-less, and getting dolled up for the 
cultural festival by a veritable team of students who all seem kind of 
obsessed with the whole thing. There are far too many makeup 
products on his face, all of which seem to be in service of making 
him that much more effeminate. (Which Dazai resents. His face is 
beautiful, thank you very much.) 


The dress that they’ve made for him is a deep, silky blue, 
embroidered with gold. It’s long, reaching all the way to the floor, with 
ruffled sleeves and a long slit going up to a couple centimeters 
above his knee. He'd already put on the long gloves that come with 
the dress before letting them anywhere near him, refusing to let them 
see all the scarring up and down his arms. The whole thing gives off 
a very classic European dinner party vibe, elegant and beautiful. 
Honestly, Dazai’s not really sure how well he’s pulling it off, but the 
girls seem pleased with their efforts, so it must be good enough. 


They fuss with him a little more, putting on a wig for him and 
touching up just the very last bit of makeup. Another tug at his scalp, 
a couple more pins in his wig, and then they deem him ready, pulling 
him in front of a mirror. 


Ah. Oh. He looks a /ittle more feminine than he thought he’d look. 
Whatever they did with the makeup seems to have slimmed down 
his entire face, removing the harsh edges of his jawline. The wig 
curls in little wisps around his face, framing it so that it looks just this 
side of soft. And his expression—cold and mildly displeased—makes 
him look very much like the haughty heiress of a billionaire. Or 
something. 


He tries smiling like Tsushima might do, and holy shit. It makes him 
look sweet and fragile, with rosy cheeks and crinkled eyes. If Dazai 
didn’t know better, he’d absolutely bang himself. Maybe he should 
crossdress more for future missions. He is...surprisingly hot. 


And then Chuuya walks in and all thoughts immediately fly out of 
Dazai’s head. 


He looks...ethereal. And cute. Very cute. Dazai feels like he can 
hardly breathe, like all the airs been sucked out of his lungs all at 
once. 


He’s never seen Chuuya in something like this before. Usually, if he 
has to crossdress, Chuuya gets something elegant and beautiful, 
much like what Dazai is wearing now. But while this dress is certainly 


both of those things, it’s also undeniably adorable. And Dazai has 
never, ever found Chuuya cute before, but this... 


It’s the dress, he thinks, his brain seemingly completely empty. /t has 
to be. 


The dress in question is a vision of green and black, made ina 
classic lolita style. Long chiffon sleeves flutter their way down 
Chuuya’s arms, tied together by a bow. The puffiness of the dress 
makes Chuuya’s already considerably small waist even more 
obvious, spilling out over his frame before ending just above his 
knees. To top it all off, he’s wearing white silk stockings and a wig 
that frames his face gracefully, and— yeah. 


If Dazai thought he looked good as a girl, he’s got absolutely nothing 
on Chuuya. Honestly, Dazai thinks he might be having a conniption 
of some sort. His brain feels like it’s lagging, lingering for a few 
seconds over some part of Chuuya’s outfit before jumping to the 
next. The corset lacing literally makes him feel like he’s dying. 


“Um,” he says intelligently. Around him, he hears the other students 
titter and giggle, and he can’t even be mad about it. Because he is 
absolutely braindead right now. 


“You look nice, Tsushima,” Chuuya offers, cheeks blushing furiously. 
Dazai’s jaw drops open just a little more. Because—is that a civil tone 
he hears from Chuuya? Over his dress? 


“Uh huh,” he manages, choking a bit. “Uh. You too.” 


Internally, he’s screaming at himself. What are you doing? Get 
yourself together! 


But Dazai has never made sense, not even to himself, when Chuuya 
is involved. God. He’s never going to live this down. 


Thankfully, he’s saved by Sato sweeping into the classroom, dressed 
in a sharp suit and ready to survey everyone's preparations. 


“Oooh!” she squeals as she catches sight of Chuuya. “Kashimura! 
You look fantastic! Wow...you might be even cuter than me in that 
dress!” 


“Right?” one of the other girls gushes effusively. “Il thought the same. 
It really came together so well. Can you imagine that he’s the soccer 
team ace? He looks nothing like when he’s in uniform!” 


“Guys,” Kashimura mumbles, cheeks flushing even more. “I’m—ah... 
I’m flattered, but it’s not that amazing...” 


“What are you talking about?” Sato cries out, shaking her notebook 
at him. “This is not the time to be shy, Kashimura-kun. Own it. We’re 
going to be the most popular class in our year. You'll see. And 
Tsushima!” 


“Uh?” 


“You're pretty good too, holy shit. Ugh, maybe all the guys in our 
class are on something...everyone here looks so good.” She beams 
brightly, and Dazai can’t help but cringe internally. How has he 
gotten more compliments about how he looks as a girl than he ever 
has as a guy? 


Well. Maybe that’s not entirely true, but still. Unfortunately for him, 
his brain is still filled with thoughts of Chuuya Chuuya Chuuya in that 
dress, and he doesn’t know how to make it stop. Dazai’s never had 
trouble controlling his thoughts before, but right now, he literally 
cannot think. Does that make Chuuya a weakness, that he can 
distract Dazai so easily? Probably, but Dazai honestly can’t bring 
himself to care right now. 


Pretty soon, the entire classroom is set up for the cafe. The desks 
are pushed together and laid over with tablecloths to make them look 
like proper tables, the walls are draped over with curtains, and 
decorations are put up all over the room. The kids who are in charge 
of making the food get a section in the back behind thick curtains, 
the hosts take up their post behind a podium, and a pair of students 


stand in front of the classroom door, ready to welcome in new 
customers. 


Dazai himself is assigned to being a server, charged with taking care 
of customers as they come in. Chuuya had been volunteered to 
perform the tea ceremonies, which Dazai honestly finds very fitting. 
Kouyou had certainly trained Chuuya for such a task, and Dazai 
knows that Chuuya would sooner die than disappoint Kouyou in any 
way, even if she’s not here. 


Sure enough, Chuuya’s kneeling in a picture-perfect position at the 
front of the classroom, teapot and cups spread out in front of him. 
His expression is calm and serene in a way that it almost never is, as 
if he’s right back at Kouyou’s teahouse, preparing to make tea for 
her. Dazai watches as Chuuya goes through a practice round of 
preparing the tea, pouring it at the perfect height and making sure 
that it’s the perfect temperature. 


He’s so damn elegant when he’s performing the tea ceremony. It’s 
hard to believe that this is the same brutish chibi who can violently 
rip the heads (literally) off his enemies. He looks like a doll, smiling 
gently as he pours four perfect cups of tea and lays them out in front 
of him. Sato leans down to pick up a cup of tea, sipping carefully. 
Her eyes go wide as the flavor hits her tongue, as perfect as Dazai 
knows it always is. 


“Oh my God, Kashimura! | didn’t Know you could make tea like this!” 


“One of my many hidden talents,” Chuuya remarks drily. “My older 
sister was a huge fan of Japanese tea ceremonies. We had a lot of 
little tea parties. | guess | picked it up from her.” 


“Nah, your sister did more than that. Because that was a ceremony 
worthy of a professional,” another classmate speaks up. “And | 
would know. Because my cousin /s a professional, and | don’t think 
even she could've done better than this.” 


Dazai wishes then, for an instant, that it could be him sitting in front 
of Chuuya, trying his tea. Except that Chuuya would poison his tea, 
probably. At least, he wouldn’t put it past him. But even if Chuuya 
poisoned his tea, Dazai thinks he would still drink it. After all, it would 
grant him his dearest wish—dying! 


A few minutes later, the first customers begin to filter in through the 
doors. Most of them look a little apprehensive to be there, but loosen 
up as Class 2A’s friendly faces begin to welcome them in. Dazai’s 
right there with them, grinning brightly as Tsushima as more and 
more people filter in. 


“Welcome, esteemed guests!” he beams, clutching a stack of menus 
in his hands. “This way, please. If you’d like to experience a 
traditional Japanese tea ceremony, please wait over there, thank 
you. There is a premium for the tea ceremony, but rest assured that 
you'll have a once-in-a-lifetime experience!” 


Murmuring, some of the guests crane their necks to look at Chuuya. 
Their eyes nearly bulge out of their heads upon catching sight of 
him. 


“Holy shit, that’s a dude?!” Dazai hears one of them whisper. 


“No way. That's literally not possible. I’ve never seen a dude that 
pretty in my life.” 


“Maybe this is like, only half a crossdressing cafe?” 

“Excuse me, sirs,’ Dazai says pleasantly, masking the thing inside 
him that wants to bite and snarl. “Please make your decision soon. 
We have a lot of other guests waiting.” 


“O-oh, of course. Uh. I'd like to try the tea ceremony, please.” 


“Of course,” Dazai says, acting for all the world like the perfect host. 
“Right this way.” 


The rest of the day doesn’t go much better. Every single person who 
walks into the room is gobsmacked upon seeing Chuuya. And every 
time, Dazai has to bite back that seething rage that is so 
uncharacteristic of him. Seriously, that’s far more Chuuya than it is 
him. But something about the situation has his head pounding in 
anger. 


Then a middle-aged man walks into the classroom, clearly wealthy 
and arrogant. His eyes land on Chuuya’s figure, pouring tea with 
practiced perfection, and his gaze stays trained on him. And that 
look, Dazai recognizes. It’s the same one that Chuuya gets every 
time he goes undercover in a dress, something full of lust and 
possessiveness. It’s the stare of aman who wants nothing more 
than to get into Chuuya’s pants and pin him down. 


... It’s something Dazai should be used to by now, but he isn’t. No 
matter how many times it happens, he’s never prepared for how 
strongly it affects him. A hot flash of anger whites out Dazai’s vision 
for a second, and before he knows it, he’s stepping in front of the 
man. 


“Good afternoon, sir,” he says, trying to keep his voice pleasant and 
level. 


“Hmm,” the man grunts, not even looking at Dazai. He’s still 
watching Chuuya, eyes raking possessively over his figure. 


“Would you care to come this way? We have a table open—” 


“I'd like to experience the tea ceremony,” the man interrupts. His 
gaze hasn't left Chuuya. Not even once. 


“Unfortunately, our esteemed teamaster is currently performing their 
last session of the day. If you’d like to come back tomorrow, we will 
have another teamaster here—” 


“| want his services. This much should cover it, right?” The man pulls 
out a thick wad of bills, looking absolutely bored. Dazai bristles. 


“Sir, we are students here. We can’t accept money like that, and we 
are all working in predetermined shifts.” 


“One extra round won’t hurt anyone,” the man leers. “Besides, I’m 
offering enough, aren't I? Why, I’d wager it’s enough to let me have a 
private session.” 


Dazai...has never felt murderous rage like this before. It would be so 
easy to kill this man, right here, right now. He could even put three 
bullets in his chest later. But he doesn’t have his gun on him, and it 
would be bad news for his mission and for the school if he were to 
openly murder this man. 


“Sir,” he says again, this time not even attempting to mask the ice 
coloring his tone. “His shift is over. Please do not make me repeat 
myself.” 


This time, the man actually turns to face him. Up close, he’s actually 
quite handsome, but all Dazai can feel is the roiling sensation of 
disgust. 


“Do you know who | am?” he breathes. 


“Regardless of who you are, | cannot bend the rules. Please either 
take a seat at one of the available tables or leave.” 


“Ha! What a joke!” The man turns away from Dazai and makes his 
way towards Chuuya, clearly intent on ignoring him. But Dazai is not 
so easily escaped. Quick as a flash, he puts himself between the 
man and Chuuya again. 


“Sir,” he repeats, “please do not bother our teamaster. He is not 
taking any more customers for the day.” 


“Get out of my way,” the man hisses. “Or I'll see that you’re expelled 
from this fancy little school.” 


“Hey, hey, hey.” Sato pushes her way between them, glaring at 
Dazai. “What’s going on?” 


“| simply wanted to receive the services of your teamaster,” the man 
says. He sniffs haughtily, straightening his back. 


“And...?” Sato says. “Tsushima, what are you doing?” 


“| told him that our teamaster is done serving customers for the day,” 
Dazai replies. Sato frowns for a second, because Chuuya’s shift is in 
fact not over. But then she catches sight of the man’s gaze, still 
leering at Chuuya, and something shifts in her expression. 


“Tsushima is right,” she says clearly. “Kashimura-kun is no longer 
serving customers after this round. If that’s all you came for, then 
please leave.” 


“So I’ll make sure you get expelled too,” the man says, without even 
looking at her. From across the room, Chuuya looks up, having just 
completed the last ceremony. Dazai taps his own collarbone twice, 
then scratches his nose. 


He wants to fuck you. 


Chuuya’s face scrunches up in disgust, twisting his features into 
something much more terrifying. Politely, he bows to the other 
guests, and then he stands up and marches over, teapot still in hand. 


“Mm,” the man hums in satisfaction, as if he really believes that 
Chuuya is coming over in order to satisfy him. “Even better standing, 
hmm?” 


“What do you think you’re doing?” Chuuya snarls, voice gravelly and 
rough. “I believe they both told you that /’m done for the day.” 


“Surely you can make an exception. | am, after all, a great 
benefactor of this school...| would love to see what the students here 
can offer...” 


Chuuya’s eyes shutter shut as he breathes in deeply. It’s the same 
way he always does when he’s trying to control his temper, to avoid 
blowing up and destroying everything around him. 


“Sorry. We can’t make exceptions.” 


“Of course you can! Aren’t you supposed to serve the guests? After 
all, ’m—AGH!” 


Chuuya had apparently gotten tired of listening to this man, because 
he had dumped the entire teapot full of liquid over the man’s very 
expensive suit. With barely concealed glee, Dazai notices that the 
tea is still steaming. 


“Sorry,” Chuuya says, not sounding very sorry at all. “/ tripped.” 


“You'll regret this!” the man yells, patting down his suit. “Do you have 
any idea how much this is worth?! I'll sue!” 


“Sure,” Dazai bites out. “And | am certain that spider lilies will bloom 
in the night.” 


It’s a gamble to see if the man understands the code. / am invoking 
the protection of the Tokyo yakuza. Given how he’s acting, Dazai 
would not be surprised if he had connections to the underground. 


Sure enough, the man’s entire face goes pale. There’s even a slight 
shudder to his hands. He bows hastily, far more demure than any of 
his previous actions. 


“My apologies,” he says gruffly. “I will take my leave.” Without any 
further provocation, he immediately turns heel and strides out the 
door. 


“What the fuck?” Sato says immediately after the man leaves. “What 
in the world was that? Who was that?” 


“Someone's crusty ass uncle, I'll bet,” Chuuya scowls. “Ugh. | feel 
filthy. Am | done for the day or nah?” 


“...You know what? Go ahead and take a nice, long break,” Sato 
sighs. “Just...come back in an hour or so. Please.” 


“Fine,” Chuuya grunts. He heads into the back of the classroom, 
where there’s a section partitioned off by heavy-duty curtains. He 
doesn't say anything more, but Dazai sees the way he tucks his hair 
over his shoulder and brushes a finger over his ear. 

Thank you. 


...Ah. The chibi isn’t ignoring him anymore, it seems. Well. At least 
one good thing came out of this horror story of a day. 


He’s so pretty, Dazai thinks, watching him saunter away. Then he 
sighs. 


God fucking dammit. 
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The lab is starting to feel like a second home, albeit one full of 
misery and exhaustion. Dazai and Chuuya spend most of their nights 
there now, sifting through stacks and stacks of research. Their dorm 
room hasn't really been inhabited in weeks. 


But they’re finally starting to get somewhere. And that’s worth all the 
pain this whole situation is causing. 


“Found another file on the Sotseki Principle,” Chuuya calls. He’s still 
a little jumpy around Dazai, but he’s no longer fluctuating between 
giving Dazai the cold shoulder and yelling his lungs out at him. 
Dazai, for one, will absolutely take that. 


“Put it in the stack with all the others,” Dazai replies. “What are we 
on now? Two hundred and thirty seven?” 


“You'd think that these researchers would put together a dictionary of 
some sort to help us out here,” Chuuya grumbles. “If | have to spend 
another hour in here with you...” 


“Tired of me already?” Dazai teases. 


“?’m so fucking sick of you,” Chuuya replies without hesitation. “Die, 
please.” 


They lapse into silence again, only the ruffling of papers interrupting 
the quiet. Occasionally, Dazai sneaks a kiss off the corner of 
Chuuya’s mouth just because he can. And Chuuya, despite his 
words, never actually pushes him away. 


But the weeks and months of slowly working through information is 
finally starting to see results. Ever so slowly, they’re starting to piece 
together the story of the lab and the research they had been doing 
here, abandoned though it is. 


This research lab, like many others, had been shut down nearly 
overnight with the end of the war. There had been no time to clean 
out the facilities; they had simply gone home one night and never 
returned. The labs had been on lockdown ever since. And, just like 
the mafia had suspected, they had been doing Ability research. 


But now, most of the pieces of the research have started to fall into 
place. All they have to do is just put it together. The problem is that 
it’s a little harder than it sounds. After all, they've spent weeks and 
weeks in here, trying to sift through documents, and there stil/ hasn't 
been anything completely concrete. None of them had reached the 
“publish a paper with your findings” stage, apparently. 


“’m taking a break,” Chuuya grouches. “Fuck off and leave me 
alone.” He stretches, cracking all his joints, and ambles away into a 
conference room on the side of the lab. The door slams behind him 
as he disappears into the room. 


Two seconds later, his head pops out again. 
“DAZAI” he yells. “GET YOUR ASS IN HERE!” 
“What,” Dazai complains, but he gets up nonetheless. 


Chuuya waves a black portfolio in his face, smacking it down in front 
of him. 


“We were looking in the wrong place,” Chuuya exclaims, patting the 
folder. “The scientists knew all the lingo. But when they had to 
present their research to upper management...” 


“They needed to define everything,” Dazai breathes. There’s a little 
spark of excitement in his chest, barely there and yet present 


nonetheless. This is the biggest breakthrough they’ve had in weeks. 


“The Sotseki Principle is a curious thing,” Chuuya reads, voice 
almost trembling with excitement. “In every country where Ability 
users manifest, there exists a beating heart of Abilities and Ability- 
related phenomenon. This heart is centralized in one location or city 
in each country. In England, the beating heart is in London. In 
Germany, Frankfurt. In Japan... Yokohama.” Chuuya pauses for a 
second, eyes flickering back over the last sentence. “Wait— 
Yokohama?” 


“Keep reading,” Dazai demands. “Or let me do it.” 


“Fuck off, | can read perfectly well. Where was I- /n each of these 
cases, Ability-related phenomenon and Ability users themselves all 
seem to flock towards these central locations. Indeed, much of the 
rest of the country is spared from Abilities and their effects 
altogether. Nearly all Ability users are drawn to these “hearts,” which 
is why you will find such a high concentration of Ability users in a 
single city and only that city. Manifestation of Abilities also increases 
the likelihood that the Ability user will eventually move toward the 
heart. The occurrence of such a phenomenon is thought to be the 
effect of a very old and extremely powerful Ability, perhaps in order 
to limit the destructive tendencies of Abilities. 


However, not all Ability users are subject to this principle, and some 
even actively fight against it. Additionally, the radius of such a 
beating heart is unclear. It seemingly varies by country, and 
sometimes shrinks or grows. One must simply exercise caution 
when within the vicinity of these locations. 


A further piece of information to note is that there are who consider 
the Sotseki Principle to be a curse. They believe that it is the 
principle itself that forces them into one location where they must all 
vye for power, thereby limiting their reach outside of these locations. 
Indeed, many Ability users say that they are ‘shackled’ to their city by 
this principle. Anyone who believes this is extremely dangerous and 
should be approached with extreme caution only.” 


There’s a beat of silence after Chuuya finishes reading. Dazai 
worries at his lip, frowning. 


“It’s like a shield,” Dazai says eventually. “To protect the rest of the 
world from Ability users. That’s why so many people think that Ability 
users are no more than a myth. This principle, or whatever’s causing 
this principle, is doing its best to limit the effect that Abilities have on 
the world.” 


“Did this come into effect before or after the Great War?” Chuuya 
asks. “And how come I’ve never felt it?” 


“| certainly don’t know if it existed pre-war,” Dazai sniffs. “But... 
Chuuya, have you ever even considered leaving Yokohama? For 
good? 


“Of course, I—” Chuuya stops abruptly. Dazai nods. 


“Shirase escaped to England. The rest of the Sheep left Yokohama 
altogether. And you, Chuuya...you know exactly how strong your 
Ability is. lf you wanted to leave, I’d wager that there would be 
nothing Mori could actually do to stop you. The question, then, is 
why haven't you left?” 


“Because there’s nothing for me outside of Yokohama!” Chuuya 
explodes. “There has never been. At least in the city, | have the 
mafia. | have money, and clothes, and a penthouse—” 

“And no thoughts of ever leaving.” 


“| love Yokohama.” 


“,..Even | would protect the city at any cost.” Dazai dips his head 
down for a second. “If that’s the effect of an Ability, so subtle that we 
don't even notice it...how strong must the Ability be?” 


“,..Dazai,” Chuuya whispers, and then there are warm hands all over 
Dazai’s neck and shoulders again. “You're in your head again. Don't. 


No one is controlling your thoughts and actions.” 


“You don’t know that, Chuuya,” Dazai replies lowly. “Neither of us 
can really know that.” 


“Then even if we are—so what? What does it matter if the thoughts in 
your head are your own or someone else’s? They’re in your head, 
aren't they? So they’re yours anyways. You’re the one who has to 
live with them. What good is it to think about whether or not you, 
well, birthed them?” 


“Of course it matters. | wouldn’t expect a brainless little slug like you 
to understand. There is an origin, a beginning and an ending, to all of 
my thoughts. They are rational. They come from somewhere. So 
why, then, do my thoughts slip away when | -so much as- think about 
leaving Yokohama for good?” 


“Stop,” Chuuya orders, this time much angrier. “You and | both know 
that if getting out of Yokohama was really what you wanted, you and 
| would be able to pull it off. Who would stop us?” 


“Just the overarching principle lording over our lives, Chuuya. It’s not 
something we can fight.” 


“So?” 
“Heh?” 


“lll say it again: so? You've never given a shit about anything before. 
Why pretend to start now? It doesn’t fucking matter, mackerel. So we 
have to protect Yokohama for the rest of our lives. Well, it could 
certainly be worse. And no matter what, you're still the big brained 
idiot that | have to fucking put up with on a daily basis. No one could 
emulate how goddamn annoying you are.” 


“Funny,” Dazai says, “I said the same thing about you once, didn't I? 
That you had to be human, because | couldn't imagine hating 
someone as much as | hated you.” 


“Trust me, the feeling is entirely mutual,” Chuuya growls. “As long as 
you're driving me insane, you can be sure that your thoughts are still 
your own.” 


“Is that right, Chuu~ya?” Dazai drawls. But his heart is a little more 
settled now, loathe as he is to admit it. “And what of my dreams to 
commit a beautiful suicide?” 


“Bastard,” Chuuya scoffs. “Those...are you too. Even though they 
really shouldn't be.” Roughly, he shoves the papers back into the 
portfolio, marching out of the conference room as he does so. “Come 
on, stinking bandage waster. We've got work to do. At least we know 
what the Sotseki Principle is now.” 


“That's why they had the Ability research lab here,” Dazai murmurs, 
the pieces clicking together in his mind. “Close enough to Yokohama 
to avoid inciting the full effects of the Sotseki Principle. The subjects 
wouldn't have felt that pull to get to the beating heart. But far enough 
away that most other Ability users wouldn't find them. We must be 
just outside the range.” 


“Murakami called it a curse,” Chuuya realizes. “Did he—did he know 
about this?” He gestures to the lab around him. 


“Unlikely,” Dazai says. “No, it’s more likely that he was familiar with 
the Sotseki Principle through other means. But he must be one of 
those that views it as a curse. And...if that’s the case, it might be 
part of the reason that he’s so intent on taking over Tokyo. He might 
want to defy it. Deny his fate.” 


“...What a useless waste of space,” Chuuya mutters. “He said 
something else too. Something about a new world order...” 


“One where Ability users like himself aren’t persecuted or caged,” 
Dazai finishes. “That’s what he wants. Murakami and the rest of the 
Compass believe that the government is somehow stifling them, 
leaving them to rot in a prison of a city. But if they can take hold in 


Tokyo properly, then they can defy the Sotseki Principle—and, 
eventually, defy all the limitations that Ability users face.” 


“He’s fucking insane,” Chuuya declares. “And so are you, for figuring 
that out.” 


Dazai smiles glibly. 


“Haven't you ever wondered, Chuuya? If the world would be better if 
only you were the one to run it?” 


“Hah!” Chuuya scoffs. “I’m not that arrogant, Dazai. | could take 
down the whole world if | wanted to. But...” 


“You aren’t someone who would be able to shoulder the burden of 
the world,” Dazai agrees. “But Murakami believes differently. He 
thinks that the world should be built for Ability users first and 
foremost. And everyone else...they might as well be left in the dust, 
just as Murakami once was.” 


“And you believe differently? You, the Demon Prodigy?” 


“Let's think of it like this, Chuuya. If there is only a single tree in the 
forest, is it still a forest? Does it matter if the tree is tall or short?” 


“| ” 


“You don’t need to answer that,” Dazai interrupts. “We have more 
research to get through. Like why they built this lab.” 


Chuuya pauses at that, turning to look fully at Dazai. Something in 
the hitch of his shoulders... 


“You figured out what they were using this lab for, right? You already 
know.” 


“Indeed,” Dazai hums. “Look around us, Chuuya. We're in a lab, 
surrounded by shelves upon shelves of containers. Most of them are 
empty, but nearly all of them are labeled. And the research we’ve 


read through documents all sorts of living beings. Dogs. Cats. 
Rabbits. Humans. What does that tell you?” 


“... They were trying to recreate Abilities in animals?” Chuuya 
guesses. Dazai hums. 


“Close, but not quite. Indeed, they tried to create Abilities in animals. 
But their real goal was to understand how Abilities themselves 
manifested. In essence: what is the minimum requirement for an 
Ability? And can those Abilities be stored and transferred 
elsewhere?” 


“Oh...yeah, that lines up with what | read in those papers earlier,” 
Chuuya says. “Look, in my notes—there’s something that comes up 
every so often. ‘Sentience, consciousness, and capable thought.’ 
Those must be the basic criteria, then.” 


“Which is to say, nearly all humans,” Dazai says. He runs a finger 
down the lines of Chuuya’s notebook, tapping at some of the words. 
“But look. They’ve marked down every Ability with one of three 
designations—B, N, and I. And there are far more of ‘I’ than the other 
two.” 


“That’s...| remember now,” Chuuya says suddenly. “It was in one of 
the first stupid things | read. That paper talked about the 
development of Abilities, how you could classify every Ability in one 
of three categories. There were natural-born Abilities, ones that were 
inherent to the person. They were just born with them. And then 
there were necessitated Abilities...those were supposedly gained out 
of necessity or trauma. And then the last type was inherited Abilities. 
Those were the ones that were passed down from one person to 
another.” 


“So they were mostly studying inherited Abilities,” Dazai says. “Likely 
because they wanted to transfer Abilities to specific people. Or... 
specific things.” Delicately, Dazai picks up one of the jars on the wall. 
“Look at this one. It’s labeled ‘The Deathly Hallows.’ But there’s 
nothing in here. The material is pristine.” 


“They were trying to extract Abilities?” Chuuya exclaims. 


“Or, more likely, create a container that could hold Abilities so that 
they could use multiple instances of it at the same time, countries 
apart. Ability bombs, so to speak.” Dazai turns the container over in 
his hand again, smiling slightly. “Most likely...they were unable to 
create a stable version of this bomb. They probably didn’t have a 
very long shelf life and dissipated relatively quickly.” 


“So the research was unfinished,” Chuuya supplies. Dazai inclines 
his head. 


“Probably,” he agrees. “I doubt that they were ever able to actually 
extract an Ability from a user and store it for any significant amount 
of time.” 


“And is this research that Mori wants to continue?” 


Dazai just looks at Chuuya wordlessly, baleful eyes saying all that 
needs to be said. 


“Don’t ask dumb questions,” Dazai says. “And in any case, we're still 
not done going through all the research yet. We might have figured 
out the basics, but...” Dazai gestures at the piles and stacks of 
papers still lying around them. “There’s still more left to do.” 


“Ughhhhh,” Chuuya groans loudly. “Please just kill me now.” 


“Oya? Chuuya, are you finally joining me on my quest to a beautiful 
double suicide?” 


“Get anywhere near me and I'll throw you into the fucking sun.” 


“I'm telling you, there’s something not right about them!” Takeda 
hisses, sliding over into the single empty seat at the table. Sato 
sighs, mourning the loss of her peace and quiet. Next to her, Murata 
looks like she’s about to start ripping her hair out. To be fair, they've 


still got quite a lot of work to do on that history project, and neither 
Kashimura nor Tsushima are here. Again. 


“Yes, go on. Tell us about your new conspiracy theory for today,” 
Murata says dully. “It'll certainly be different from the last fifty you’ve 
spewed at us.” 


“First of all, rude. Secondly, even you have to admit Tsushima and 
Kashimura are suspicious! They haven't shown up to work on your 
project since, what, the cultural festival?” 


“Kashimura was really cute as a girl,” Sato says dreamily. “Him 
blushing the whole time really pulled it together.” 


“This is not the point!” Takeda whisper-screams. 


“Then what is the point?” Murata demands. “Get to the point or let us 
work.” 


“The point is that none of us know where they go when they 
disappear for hours on end. You know how the residential advisor 
checked over our rooms yesterday evening? She said that 
Kashimura and Tsushima’s room was pristine.” 


“Yeah? So’s mine,” Sato yawns. “All of our rooms have to be neat.” 
“Pristine...except that there was a thin layer of dust on the desks.” 
“Uh huh.” 


“That means they haven't been using their desks! They probably 
haven't even been using their rooms. Which begs the question— 
where the fuck are they?” 


“You're thinking about this too hard,” Murata says. “First of all, how 

exactly would you know the dustiness of their room? Secondly, let’s 
just assume that they haven’t been using their desks. Spoiler alert: 

this is a school. They could be working in classrooms or the library. 
Like we’re doing right now.” 


Takeda huffs, pulling out a calendar. It’s written all over with black 
and red ink, highlighted in some places and scratched out in others. 


“What is that,” Murata says flatly. 


“So you know how there’s been a rise in gang and criminal activity in 
Tokyo recently? Remember how, at the start of term, there were 
those gang murders? And then a warehouse blew up, and then 
someone planted drugs for the police to find, and then there was that 
shooting in a residential neighborhood—well, an abandoned 
neighborhood, but whatever—and how the first years swear they’ve 
been hearing ghosts?” 


“Mm, yeah,” Sato says, only half paying attention. Her mind is back 
on orange hair and blue eyes, smiling sweetly at her. Or at 
Tsushima. One of the two. 


“And you know how sometimes the two of them come in limping or 
like they’re in pain?” 


“| wish | didn’t, but yes,” Murata sighs. With an air of resignation, she 
puts down her pen. There’s no use trying to work when Takeda gets 
like this. He'll just push on and on until he gets the answers he 
wants. 


“Well, | mapped it out on a calendar. Turns out, every time they turn 
up to class injured, there was major gang activity the night before!” 


“...| don’t know how to tell you this, Takeda, but we live in Tokyo,” 
Sato says slowly. “There’s gang activity literally every day?” 


“Not violent activity. And certainly not from a single organization: the 
Compass of the Rising Sun.” Takeda puffs out his chest proudly, as if 
he’s expecting praise for what he’s just said. But both Murata and 
Sato are quiet. 


“... You're going to have to tell me what that is,” Murata finally says. 


“The Compass of the Rising Sun! Only the most upstart gang in 
Tokyo! Fastest growing, too; their numbers are growing like crazy. 
Some people on the internet say that their aim is to overthrow the 
entire Tokyo government!” 


“Why do | ever let you talk?” Murata bemoans. “Okay. Okay. This is 
fine. Continue, Takeda.” 


“Thank you. Anyways. Tsushima and Kashimura’s weird little aches 
and injuries always show up the day after major activity goes on with 
the Compass. We're talking dozens of people involved, police force, 
government involvement, everything.” 


“And exactly what are you implying here?” Sato asks. “Cause like...if 
you're saying what | think you’re saying, those are some serious 
accusations.” 


“C'mon, just hear me out!” Takeda pleads. “Look. We know that the 
Compass is recruiting young members, including teenagers. 
Maybe...they just got caught up in the wrong crowd, that’s all. But 
that’s not made me actually think they were involved. All this stuff 
came later. No, it’s because of something Tsushima said.” 


Here, Takeda lowers his voice, as if he’s telling them some great 
secret. 


“At the festival, when that guy was harassing Kashimura, Tsushima 
said ‘spider lilies will bloom in the night.” 


“Again, you're going to have to tell me what that means,” Murata 
deadpans. Takeda shakes his head, sighing. 


“Normies. Everyone knows that’s yakuza code! There’s a woman in 
the Tokyo yakuza, really high up—she’s on the wanted criminals list, 
of course—but she supposedly acts as the yakuza’s executioner. Or, 
like, you could probably think of her as an assassin. But her whole 
thing is spider lilies, and it got so bad that now spider lilies are just 
associated with the Tokyo yakuza! That means that when Tsushima 


said that, he was threatening that guy. With the force of the Tokyo 
yakuza.” 


“... You're serious,” Sato finally says. “You actually think they’re 
affiliated with the yakuza?” 


“| don't know,” Takeda admits. “They might not be! They could just be 
regular students. But, like, some of their stuff is really suspicious. 
You know how Kashimura is a godly soccer player? | was wondering 
why I’d never heard of him before. Someone that good, in a country 
like Japan? All the high schools would be gunning for him to attend. 
But get this—he’s never played on a school soccer team before. 
Ever.” 


“He said he trained in France, though?” Sato questions. “Cause 
he’s...y’know, mostly French?” 


“Come on, Sato! Would someone who's into soccer enough to train 
internationally not play on their high school soccer team? I’m telling 
you, there isn’t a single record of Kashimura even touching soccer 
for the last five years.” 


“Okay, so the guy is crazy enough to train professionally for soccer 
but not actually compete. So what?” Murata says. “We've all seen 
weirder before.” 


“Tsushima is even more suspicious,” Takeda pushes on. “He’s got 
records, but he’s from a really small town. You know, everyone 
knows each other in towns like that. But the other day, | overheard 
one of the teachers saying that she wanted to contact Tsushima’s 
parents but wasn't able to reach them. And, like, | was already 
looking into this, so | checked the birth records of his hometown from 
fifteen to eighteen years ago.” 


“That is so creepy, Takeda,” Murata says. “What the hell, man?” 


“Listen! The important part is that there is no record of his birth in his 
hometown! But he has perfect records from kindergarten onwards. 


Like, flawless records.” 


“Again—how do you even know all this?” Murata demands. “Is this 
your little...research thing you’ve been doing at the public library?” 


“Yes,” Takeda replies immediately. “Il swear, there’s something going 
on with them. | just don’t know what.” 


“And your answer is that they’re in a gang,” Sato deadpans. 


“Well, maybe not like, in it in it or anything,” Takeda quickly 
backtracks. “But like... maybe they’re getting recruited?” 


“And why would they want to recruit an artist and a jock? A rule- 
abiding jock?” Murata fires back. Takeda huffs. 


“Because they want people of all types, duh.” 


“I’m not sure how much of this | can really believe...” Sato trails off, 
uncertain. 


“Translation: she thinks you’re full of shit,” Murata says. “And 
honestly? | kinda agree. You know that every single Shukuichi 
student has to pass super rigorous background checks, right? | 
doubt they would’ve let them in if they were so suspicious, as you 


” 


Say. 
“W-well, that’s true,” Takeda stutters. “But they’re not infallible!” 


“Plus,” Murata barrels on, “there’s like two ways out of this school, 
max. And there are security guards at both of those doors. How are 
they getting to these gang meetings and stuff? Regularly? And 
besides, what serious gang actually wants stupid teenagers in their 
circle?” 


“...You know, the Yokohama Port Mafia recruits people as young as 
twelve, right?” Takeda says. “I wouldn't be surprised if the Tokyo 
yakuza was similar.” 


“Hmm,” Sato hums, unconvinced. 


“It's too much to just be a coincidence,” Takeda argues. “Like, all 
transfer students are weird, right? But they’re extra weird, and you 
guys know how they have that whole thing going on with each other.” 


“Takeda. Are you or are you not part of the POG Squad?” Murata 
demands. 


“Also, weren't you the one who suggested the crossdressing cafe as 
part of our plan?” Sato adds. Takeda sputters. 


“H-hey! Don’t turn this against me! I’m just saying, look at them! 
That's now how two people who have barely known each other for a 
few months act. And, like, it feels like they’re...storied, y’know? Like 
there’s more to their relationship and we just can't see it.” 


“And so because they have a deep, meaningful relationship...you 
think they're connected to the yakuza,” Sato deadpans. 


“Well, when you put it like that, it sounds unreasonable. Look, I’m 
just saying. Let’s keep a closer eye on them, yeah?” 


Honestly, Sato wishes that she could just dismiss all of this as 
Takeda’s normal ramblings. But she’s struck again by that memory of 
Kashimura and Tsushima in the Princess’ Drawers. The coldness 
that Tsushima had radiated then...the violence and rage that had 
filled Kashimura... 


She doesn’t want to think about it, but what if Takeda is right? What if 
her friends (and yes, she does firmly consider Tsushima and 
Kashimura her friends now) are really involved in something bad? 


No matter, she firmly decides. Friends are friends. You stick together, 
through thick and thin. If they’ve really gone and done something 
bad, she'll just have to work hard to turn them back to the good side. 
After all, that’s what she’d do for any of her friends, no matter who 
they are. 


(Even if her traitorous little heart still beats a little too fast when she 
thinks of red hair and blue eyes.) 


“Remind me again why we had to have a meeting with the soybean 
mafia,” Chuuya gripes as he stomps his way out into the snow. Next 
to him, Dazai chuckles. 


“They're actually rather important to our economy, chibi. They're the 
closest thing you'll ever get to government-sanctioned underground 
activity.” 


“Because they regulate soybean quality.” 


“Because they regulate soybean quality,” Dazai agrees. Next to him, 
Chuuya sighs. 


“... You know, | almost feel like I’ve forgotten what daylight feels like,” 
Chuuya muses after a moment of silence. Dazai raises his 
eyebrows. 


“What?” 


“It’s just...we do all our work at night. And nowadays, when we're not 
in school for stupid shit, we're in that underground lab that is really 
just depressing. | think | only see sunlight during classes,” Chuuya 
says. “I like the dark and all, but sometimes, it’s nice to have the sun 
on your skin too.” 


“And why are you thinking about this?” Dazai says, sounding as 
bored as ever. Chuuya throws him a look of clear annoyance before 
turning his head up. 


“It's almost spring,” he says instead. “And this whole winter...|’ve 
barely watched the snow.” He tilts his head towards a tree, still 
covered in frost. “Look. You can see the flower buds starting to 
grow.” 


“You are surprisingly romantic for a chibi,” Dazai says, sticking his 
hands in his pockets. “Ne, Chuuya?” 


“Hmm?” 


“Do you wonder what it would be like if we were normal teenagers? If 
we were real Shukuichi students?” 


“| imagine...” Chuuya pauses for a second, seemingly thinking 
deeply. “You'd have the chance to try out a lot more stuff. Like crane 
games, and the little mochi they sell in the night market, maybe 
visual kei or something. | think you’d have all sorts of weird interests, 
and then you'd drag me along to their conventions or something. 
Heh...maybe you'd even be top of the class. After all, you can’t 
escape your brain, hmm?” Gently, Chuuya flicks Dazai’s forehead. It 
feels more like an embrace than anything else, and Dazai shivers 
under the touch. 


“And what about you?” 


“Me? Oh, I'd be the best damn soccer player in the country,” Chuuya 
says proudly. “And we’d walk home together after school, and I'd 
probably punch you a couple of times every week. Or every day.” 


He’s almost nostalgic talking about it, as if he’s remembering a life 
that they've never lived. In a perfect world, Chuuya thinks, this is 
what they’d have. One where Dazai isn’t such an idiot and isn’t so 
emotionally illiterate that he’s physically incapable of imagining 
himself being loved. In a world like that, Chuuya could love him 
freely. 


“And I'd buy popsicles for us in the summer,” Dazai continues on, 
seemingly oblivious to the dangerous path Chuuya’s thoughts have 
taken. “I could push you into the ocean! And then, of course, I’d 
drown myself~” 


He says it so lightly, as a matter of fact. Chuuya snorts at him, 
kicking up the snow around his feet. 


“And my friends wouldn't have to die.” Chuuya means to say it 
sarcastically, but it comes out a lot softer and sadder than he 
intended for it to. “We’d go shopping together on the weekends, | 
think. Did you know there’s a blue robot cat called Doraemon? | 
didn’t, not until Sato mentioned it last week. | think it's my new 
favorite thing. So I'd probably collect Doraemon merchandise or 
something. Or maybe I’d learn more pop culture things that I'd like.” 


He trails off, huffing white puffs of breath into the wintry night air, and 
suddenly Dazai is hit with an overwhelming urge to wipe the 
melancholy away from Chuuya’s figure. 


“Chuuya,” Dazai says suddenly, “it’s not late yet. Let's go see the 
Tokyo nightlife.” 


Chuuya looks at him strangely. 


“What? Dazai, you know we literally live in the night, right? We've 
already been to a thousand and one bars—” 


“Crane games,” Dazai interrupts, too breathless to let Chuuya 
continue. “We can go see a movie. And there’s a beef bowl shop we 
can try. We could try to find a dessert cafe. And—we missed going to 
a shrine on New Year’s, since we were stuck in the lab. We could... 
visit a shrine. Properly.” 


Chuuya almost opens his mouth to ask exactly what Dazai is doing, 
why he’s suddenly suggesting that they do all of those things. But 
there’s a tension in Dazai’s shoulders, and then Chuuya thinks that it 
doesn’t matter anymore. 


After all, they both know that their time at Shukuichi will be drawing 
to a close soon. They're nearly done investigating the lab, they've 
prepared the hundreds of documents that Mori has demanded of 
them, they’ve gathered information on the Compass of the Rising 
Sun. And despite everything, Chuuya has never felt more like a kid 
than he has while he’s been attending this school. There’s a certain 
freedom in being just a teenager, one that he hadn’t realized existed 


until he’d been there himself, replacing blood on his hands and the 
scent of gun smoke with late nights in the library and soft kisses in 
bed. 


That's what Dazai’s asking for, he thinks. One night. One night where 
they’re both teenagers, just Dazai and Chuuya. Not mafiosos, not 
undercover agents, not the Demon Prodigy and the Crimson 
Harbinger. Because Dazai, despite his reputation, despite all the 
gaping holes ripped through the shoddy fabric of his soul, is still 
human. He still longs for the things that he can’t have. Most often, 
that’s the sweet embrace of death. But sometimes—like now-—it’s the 
yearning for a life that he knows he can never have. 


But it’s a life that Chuuya can give him, just for one night. 


“Okay,” Chuuya breathes, sliding into place next to Dazai. Carefully, 
he nudges at Dazai’s fingers until they slip around his own. “Let’s go 
find ourselves a nightlife to enjoy, yeah?” 


Dazai’s answering smile could light up the whole night sky. 
Chapter End Notes 


Thank you for reading, everyone! Comments and kudos make 
my day. 

Also, some fantastic people made some fanart for this fic. You 
can check it out here: 

https://imgur.com/a/3yqPWef 

Chuuya looks so pretty in this art anhhhh 


https://Awww.tumbir.com/mahachi/705764244620214272/but- 
she-sees-the-way-that-tsushima-keeps-his?source=share 
And this one!! of them in class!! So cute! 


As always, stay happy and healthy. We're getting close to the 
end of the road, so see you next week! 


this is definitely not a date, shut up 


Chapter Summary 
Dazai and Chuuya finally go on a not-date. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“You’re cheating!” Chuuya screams as he loses to Dazai at yet 
another crane game. Dazai laughs in response, bright and warm, 
and Chuuya’s heart stutters. 


“It’s not my fault the chibi is so bad at this,” he crows, lifting up his 
latest prize. It’s a stuffed animal, this one chonky and yellow, and yet 
another addition to his growing collection of prizes. 


Chuuya scowls at him, arms crossed over his chest as he stomps his 
foot. 


“You fucking cheated! One more, c’mon!” 

“Chibi, | don’t think—ow, ow, ow! Okay, okay!” Dazai keeps whining 
as Chuuya drags him bodily around the store, looking for another 
prize that he’s interested in. 


They circle the entire floor before Chuuya literally freezes, mouth 
dropping open. 


“What?” Dazai complains, rubbing his arm. “You're such a brute. My 
arm is going to bruise!” 


“Shut, shut up. Look look look look,” Chuuya hisses, eyes lighting up 
in excitement. “It’s—” 


“A fat blue ball?” 


“That’s Doraemon, you bitch. Have some respect.” 


“Right...” Dazai squints at the thing inside the crane machine again. 
It’s very...blue. The perfectly spherical head is almost the same size 
as the body, which has a little pouch sewn on the front. 


“I’m getting this,” Chuuya decides. “Fuck everything else. This is it.” 


“Sure,” Dazai says, voice colored with amusement. The hatrack is, 
well, not great at crane games. Something about the depth 
perception throws him off. 


“Fuck off, I’m winning this.” Chuuya turns his entire attention to the 
crane game in front of him, leaving Dazai to watch amusedly over his 
shoulder. 


The first few tries go exactly as predicted. Chuuya fails, yells out in 
anger, and then stuffs more coins into the machine. His persistence 
is truly unwavering, Dazai notes with a sense of glee. Of course, he’s 
a stubborn little hatrack, so that’s to be expected. Around them, 
there are mutters and stares from the other patrons and customers 
who think that Chuuya is being too loud or impolite. Dazai doesn't 
care. None of them matter at all in the face of Chuuya’s sheer 
vivacity anyways. 


Three tries turns into five, then ten, then fifteen. By the twentieth try, 
Chuuya is so frustrated that Dazai thinks he might actually punch the 
machine. And that would definitely get them kicked out, so he places 
a hand on Chuuya’s shoulder. 


“What!” Chuuya snaps, nearly taking Dazai’s arm off. But Dazai has 
been Chuuya-wrangling for almost two years now. He’s familiar with 
all of Chuuya’s little quirks. Like his tendency to rip the limbs off 
people when he’s particularly excited. 


“Let me,” Dazai says, dancing away just out of Chuuya’s reach. “Bet 
| could get it for you.” 


“Ugh!” Chuuya snarls. “I can do this! Just you watch, you shitty 
mackerel.” 


“Mm, but Chuuya’s drawing a lot of attention right now,” Dazai sing 
songs, and Chuuya stops abruptly. Then, slowly, he takes a step 
back from the crane machine. 


“Fine,” he hisses at Dazai. “You do it.” 


“Good dog,” Dazai says, once again narrowly avoiding Chuuya’s 
punch. He takes control over the joystick, and with precise, practiced 
control, the claw hand grabs the Doraemon plush. 


“What—how—you cheated!” Chuuya yells immediately. 


“...Chuuya, how would | have cheated?” Dazai plucks the little blue 
stuffie out from the chute, holding it up and looking at it more closely. 
Nope, still ugly. But Chuuya wanted it, so... 


“Here you go,” Dazai says almost stiffly, holding out the round little 
thing to Chuuya. Chuuya’s eyes blink slowly, as if he’s trying to figure 
out exactly what he’s seeing. 


“You're...giving this to me?” The uncertainty in his voice makes 
something fuzzy swirl around in Dazai’s head. 


“You wanted it, didn’t you? Unless, of course, you’d prefer that | take 
it and—” 


Chuuya snatches the Doraemon plush right out of Dazai’s hands, 
cradling it to his chest. 


“Nope,” he declares, a pretty flush settling over his cheeks. “It’s mine 
now. You can't have it back.” 


“Hmm,” Dazai says. “Just the one? Since | have, oh | don’t know, 
maybe one or two dozen here...” He gestures at the pile of prizes 
he’s won. Chuuya sniffs haughtily. 


“| don’t care! | have the only prize that matters.” He clutches the 
plush a little tighter, sinking his chin into it. 


God, he’s so cute, Dazai thinks. Then he immediately shakes that 
thought out of his head. Apparently the effects of that cultural festival 
hadn't worn off yet. 


They keep playing for a little while longer, with Chuuya winning an 
occasional prize and Dazai winning so many that it’s hard to keep 
track. Slowly, little kids start gathering around them, drawn in by 
Chuuya’s loudness and Dazai’s sheer skill in winning every crane 
game he comes across. But it’s not important—at least, not until he 
hears Chuuya’s stomach growl loudly in the middle of trying to pick 
up a prize in a ball. 


He turns to the gaggle of kids that have gathered around him, eyeing 
his prizes with a great deal of envy. 


“Mister,” one of them says, voice high and childish, “will you teach us 
how to win prizes from the machine?” 


“Mm...” Dazai taps a finger on his chin. “I would, but unfortunately | 
have to go feed my dog. But you can have all of these if you want!” 
He points to the very big pile of toys and other miscellany that he’s 
collected. Chuuya snorts, turning away but still petting his Doraemon 
plush. 


“Then...can we have that one too? The one that Mister Red Hair is 
holding?” Another boy, clearly far too brave (or idiotic) for his age 
steps up boldly. “Doraemon is my favorite!” 


“Sorry kid,” Dazai chuckles. “I think you’d have to pry it out of his 
cold, dead hands. And...| don’t think you'd want to fight someone 
like him.” 


“Awww...” the kid groans. “But there’s no other Doraemon plush 
here...” He looks hopefully up at Chuuya, who snorts at him. 


“First lesson of life, kid. Life’s not fair. C’mon, shitty mackerel. I’m 
starving.” 


“You’re mean!” the kid howls after Chuuya as they leave. “Mean, 
mean, meanie, mean! | want!” 


“God,” Chuuya says, after the door to the shop slams closed, “1 
never want kids.” 


“Did you ever?” Dazai asks, almost redundantly. But Chuuya seems 
to seriously think about it. 


“| guess that | just assumed I’d never have them,” he finally says. 
“But... might've wanted them one day. Just. Well. The mafia isn’t 
exactly the place to have kids.” 


“Hmm,” Dazai hums. He'd personally never have kids, ever, but he 
doesn’t feel the need to say it. In fact, he bets that Chuuya already 
knows, or that he’s always known. “Beef bowls?” he says instead. 
He’s not hungry, but Chuuya’s stomach has just growled again, and 
Dazai knows from experience that he has exactly one more stomach 
growl before Chuuya gets really hangry. And that’s not something 
that he wants to deal with. A hangry Chuuya is a destructive Chuuya, 
after all, and a particularly unpredictable one at that. 


“Beef bowls,” Chuuya agrees, patting his stomach lightly. 


The two of them amble down the street at a very moderate pace. 
It’s...nice. Usually, they’re either rushing around or sneaking about, 
never taking the time to enjoy the scenery. They’ve been to a lot of 
places; London, Paris, Rome, Athens, and seemingly everywhere in 
between. Work from the mafia takes them far, after all. Yet they've 
never felt farther away from the mafia than at this moment, walking 
down a Tokyo alleyway on just this side of the night. 


Chuuya sniffs the air cautiously, taking in the scents of hot soups 
and fried chicken. He’s never been able to freely go down the streets 
like this before. Even when he had been a street rat, he’d mostly 


stolen food and then run off before anyone could catch him, the 
smell of good food mixing with the stink of the sewers. But now, the 
air is filled with the smell of cooking meat and stewed vegetables, 
and his mouth waters. 


“Hurry up,” he almost whines to Dazai. “I’m hungry.” 


“| know you are, slug. We're almost there, look.” He points to a 
brightly lit shop with a bowl of noodles painted in bright neon colors 
on the windows. Chuuya immediately picks up his pace, short legs 
moving almost comically fast as he rushes towards the shop. Dazai 
strolls behind him leisurely, simply lengthening his strides a little bit. 
Then Chuuya stops so abruptly in front of the entrance that Dazai 
nearly runs into him. 


“What the fuck,” Dazai mutters, kicking at Chuuya’s ankles. “What 
are you doing?” 


“How do you order?” Chuuya whispers frantically. There’s a pause, 
and then Dazai doubles over in laughter. He forgot. Chuuya has only 
ever stolen food from a restaurant or eaten at 3-star Michelin places. 
There's very little in between for him. He certainly hasn't had the 
chance to get an afternoon off and order from the ramen place down 
the street. Granted, Dazai isn’t that much better, but at least he 
knows how to order food. 


“You're an idiot, chibi,” he says, still laughing. “Come on. I'll do it.” 
Because Dazai is feeling particularly magnanimous today, after all! 
He'll not have his doggie starving on his watch tonight. 


He drags Chuuya into the store, completely ignoring the other’s 
complaints. They’re blasted with a burst of warmth and heat the 
moment they step in, momentarily taking the chill out of their bones. 


“Oh God, | didn’t even know | was cold,” Chuuya moans, rubbing his 
arms. Dazai giggles again. 


“Table for two, please,” he says to the host, who points them politely 
to the direction of the sit-down bar. “And...he’ll have a large beef 
bowl with udon noodles. I'll just have the seafood special, please!” 


Chuuya is almost trembling with hunger by the time they sit down, 
waiting for their food. He’s cute like this, Dazai thinks, cheeks still 
bitten pink by the winter wind and wearing a pout on his face. Even 
the way his leg jitters while he waits impatiently is kind of adorable. 
Dazai has never really been hungry the way Chuuya constantly 
seems to be; food, for Dazai, has always been more of something he 
has to be reminded to do. Meanwhile, Chuuya really can’t seem to 
go even a day without food. 


Chuuya, for the last year or so, has been the one reminding Dazai to 
eat regularly. It's been less frequent at Shukuichi, since Dazai has to 
join the others for meals, but he hasn’t forgotten. Not the way 
Chuuya always makes a little more food than is strictly necessary for 
himself, or orders in more than he can eat. He even remembers how 
Chuuya always makes sure to order his favorites. 


... He supposes that’s why he ordered Chuuya something nice 
instead of a veggie don or something like he might have otherwise 
done. It’s just a reciprocation of appreciation, that’s all. It has nothing 
to do with how pitiful Chuuya looks when he’s hungry. 


When the food finally comes, Chuuya nearly leaps at his bowl with 
all the ferocity of a starving hyena. He’s slurping down noodles in the 
next second, sighing in satisfaction as the taste of the hot, meaty 
broth hits his tongue. 


“Sho good,” he moans with his mouth half full. “Shoooo goo’.” 


Dazai...has to squeeze his eyes shut for a moment. He’s not 
prepared for the sounds coming out of Chuuya’s mouth right now. 
Suddenly, his bowl of seafood soup on rice seems way more 
interesting than it did a second ago. 


“Yeah,” he chokes out, trying to keep his mind off the way Chuuya is 
still slurping at his noodles, “delicious. Nom.” He shovels a mouthful 
of rice into his mouth, lifting the bowl so that it hides the heated blush 
starting to spread over his face. But Chuuya isn’t even looking at 
him, the fucker. 


“Chuuya’s so noisy,” Dazai says instead, letting the steam of the 
bowl sink into his face. Maybe it'll disguise the redness in his cheeks. 
Chuuya flips him the bird, chewing noisily before swallowing. 

“Do you ever shut the fuck up?” he demands. 

“Certainly more easily than you do,” Dazai sniffs. 

“You wanna go? Right now? I'll take you the fuck down, mackerel.” 
“Ah! So violent! The brutish chibi is back to his brutish ways! Bet you 
couldn't stay silent if your life depended on it.” Which is, of course, 
markedly untrue. Chuuya is honestly very good at being stealthy 
when he wants to be. He just...rarely wants to be. 


But Chuuya’s got that competitive gleam in his eye now, the one that 
says he'll stop at nothing to win against Dazai. 


“Oh yeah?” he says. Dazai hmphs. 


“lll bet you dessert money if you can go the rest of the meal without 
saying a word,” Dazai says. 


Fucking bet, Chuuya signs with his fingers, and ah. Dazai had 
forgotten that Chuuya knew Japanese Sign Language. It’s unlike him 
to forget such things, but maybe he can just chalk it up to being... 
distracted by the way Chuuya’s kicking his feet under the table. 


Signing is still talking, chibi! Dazai signs right back, refusing to back 
down. 


Fuck no it’s not. Your specific phrasing was “saying a word.” 


God, Chuuya’s aggravating when he’s arguing over semantics. It’s 
also really endearing, and Dazai can’t keep the little smile off his 
face as they sign back and forth, faster and faster. 


Eventually, they reach the point where they’re not signing so much 
as flailing their arms around, and Chuuya slams his palms against 
the table—hard. The resulting bang! causes half the dishes between 
them to fly off. In the silence that ensues, Dazai raises his head to 
meet the eyes of the very displeased shop owner. 


“Out!” he snarls, already sweeping in to pick the bowls up off the 
floor. “Or I'll call the police on you!” 


“All right, all right. We’re going.” Chuuya slides off the bar stool 
(much to Dazai’s delight, he’s too short to even reach the metal bar, 
so it’s more like he jumps off) and stomps his way towards the doors. 
“Coming, mackerel?” 


“Dessert,” Dazai agrees, patting his stomach amicably. “And thanks, 
Boss. It was delicious.” 


“OUT!” the man yells again, clearly agitated. As they leave, Chuuya 
clearly hears the shop owner mutter under his breath, “fucking 
teenagers.” 


Outside, Chuuya is giggling freely as Dazai joins him. 


“You're a menace,” Dazai says, calmly grabbing Chuuya’s wrist as 
they make their way two streets over to a dessert shop. 


“You're just as bad,” Chuuya shoots back. But he’s still laughing, and 
it softens his words so much that Dazai can barely breathe. “And you 
owe me dessert.” 


“| do not!” Dazai complains immediately. “Chuuya’s the one who 
broke the silence first!” 


“Bitch,” Chuuya says affectionately, “we finished eating by the time | 
uh. Hit the table a little too hard. And you only said ‘for the rest of the 
meal.’ Buy me dessert.” 


...And honestly, Dazai’s just a little too enamored right now to say 
no. 


Fifteen minutes later, Chuuya’s pressed against the glass display of 
a dessert shop, eyes glinting with excitement as he looks over all of 
the colorful sweets that he’s never had the chance to try before. 
Dazai, meanwhile, is looking at the jellybeans. This particular shop 
boasts a selection of “a thousand and one different types of beans, 
guaranteed to bring some spice to your life!” And, most intriguingly, 
there’s also an allergy warning, indicating that different jelly beans 
have been made with different ingredients. 


Dazai hopes that one of those jelly beans will be enough to send him 
into anaphylactic shock. There’s a thousand and one of them, so the 
odds are pretty good, right? So thinking, he turns to the poor worker 

standing behind the counter, looking at Dazai nervously. Dazai grins, 
utterly merciless. 


“One of each type of jelly bean, please,” Dazai says pleasantly. The 
worker’s eyes flutter closed for a moment, as if in silent prayer. Then 
she forces out a polite smile. 


“Of course,” she says through gritted teeth. “It would be my 
pleasure.” She reaches towards the shelf behind her, beginning to 
dump little bags of assorted jelly beans together into one larger bag. 
Dazai beams at her, completely ignoring the way her eyes promise a 
slow and painful death. 


Chuuya, meanwhile, is looking back and forth between the wagashi 
(a choice that Kouyou would approve of) or an overflowing parfait 
(something to satisfy that childlike sweet tooth). It’s difficult, but 
tonight is about him being a teenager! Not Mori, not the mafia, and 
not even Kouyou is able to stop him if he wants something that isn’t 
a traditional Japanese snack for once. 


“The parfait,” he decides. “With the strawberries and chocolate. Oh! 
And some dango!” 


Dazai side-eyes him, not even bothering to hide it. 


“You’re going to get fat, chibi,” he says. Chuuya promptly kicks him in 
the shin. 


“Shut the fuck up,” he says. “I’m like 90% pure muscle. | think | 
literally have a lower body fat content than most bodybuilders. Let 
me have this.” 


Dazai shrugs carelessly, popping one of the jellybeans (that have yet 
to be paid for) into his mouth. 


“If you get fat and no one loves you, don’t come crying to me!” 
“Hah! As if I'd ever cry in front of you!” 


“Sir,” the exasperated worker interrupts, “please pay for your one 
thousand and one jelly beans. And...other sir. Your order will be right 
out. Thank you for your patience.” 


Chuuya tries to hide it, but Dazai can see how excited he is about 
getting dessert. Chuuya isn’t the type of person to eat sweets 
normally; he generally eats balanced, protein-filled meals, because 
Chuuya has to keep his body in far better shape than Dazai even 
thinks about. It’s part of the job when you’re a high-ranking mafioso 
noted for your martial arts skills. You keep yourself in top condition or 
you die. It’s as simple as that. 


Chuuya knows this, of course, so he very rarely eats anything sweet 
that isn’t a fruit. His biggest vice in this regard is alcohol, but he 
trains so much that it hardly matters. He doesn’t get to show it off 
often, but Chuuya is proud of his six-pack and toned musculature. 
Honestly, cheating today and eating dessert will likely mean he 
doesn’t eat anything unhealthy for the next six months, but it’s worth 
it. 


His opinion on the matter only gets stronger when the parfait is 
placed in front of him, a gleaming mound of berries and cream. It’s 
glorious. He doesn't even care that Dazai is staring at him with a mix 
of awe and horror as he digs in, sighing happily. The strawberries 
are sweet and delicious, and the cream melts in his mouth. 


Out of the corner of his eye, he watches as Dazai puts another sad 
little jellybean in his mouth and chews slowly. The expression on his 
face immediately morphs into one of disgust, as if he’s having to 
actively try to not spit it out. 


“Chibi,” Dazai whines, letting his tongue fall out, “let me have some 
of your cream thing.” 


“It's a parfait, you dumb fuck. And no. Get your own.” 


“But, but hatrack!” Now Dazai’s the one pouting, looking for all the 
world like Chuuya’s just wronged him in the worst way possible. “| 
won't eat it all,” he threatens. “And then we'll be left with wasted 
food, and you'll be the one to have to finish it off for me.” 


Chuuya growls, low in his throat, but Dazai is right. He hates being 
treated like that man’s personal garbage disposal. 


“Fine!” he concedes, taking his spoon and putting the smallest 
possible amount of ice cream on it. He tops it off with a sliver of 
strawberry, so thin that Dazai can literally see through it. “Here you 
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go. 
“,..slug does know that | paid for this, right?” 


“| won,” Chuuya says, promptly shoving the extraordinarily tiny bite 
of dessert into Dazai’s mouth. “So you owed me dessert. Therefore, 
this is mine.” With one fluid movement, he pulls the spoon out of 
Dazai’s mouth, wipes it primly on a napkin, and proceeds to dig into 
the rest of the parfait with gusto. Dazai sighs, unaware of just how 
indulgent he looks at that very moment, eyes soft and lips curved 
into the faintest hint of a smile. 


“You wanted to watch a movie, right?” Chuuya says between 
mouthfuls of cake. “What were you thinking of? We could watch one 
of those Hollywood bangers or whatever it is.” 


“Hollywood bangers? Chibi, what in the ever loving fuck are you 
talking about?” 


Chuuya waves one hand impatiently, too engrossed in his parfait to 
even look at Dazai. 


“| dunno, you pick something. I'll be fine with whatever. Ne t’inquiete 
pas and all that.” 


Dazai promptly tucks away “old sappy French film” in the back of his 
head, thinking of all the ways that he could bully Chuuya in the 
privacy of their own room. But that probably wouldn't do for a movie 
theater, and besides, he isn’t sure exactly how many French films 
are even playing in Japanese theaters. But he has been 
surreptitiously looking for movies on his phone, and he had 
discovered one that’s currently showing that he thinks would be 
funny to see Chuuya watch. 


“Say,” Dazai begins, a slow smirk spreading over his face, “have you 
ever seen Hachiko Monogatari?” 


And Chuuya, like the dumb, beautiful idiot he is, shakes his head no. 
Dazai’s smile grows wider. 


“Well then. Let's go see that movie, shall we?” 


An hour later, Chuuya is sobbing openly in the movie theater while 
Dazai works through his bag of jelly beans, desperately searching for 
the one that will kill him. Chuuya is bawling, tears running freely 
down his cheeks and snot dripping out of his nose. He wipes away 
the mess on Dazai’s jacket (commandeered at the beginning of the 
film) and continues to ugly cry. Dazai has to stifle the urge to laugh 
out loud. It’s...comical. Of all the things to make the big bad Port 
Mafia martial artist cry, it’s a sad dog movie. 


“Hachi...Hachi, no...” Chuuya blubbers, sniffling quietly. “Nooooooo.” 


Dazai reaches out one hand to pet Chuuya’s hair. He’s so distressed 
that he doesn’t even mind, instead leaning into Dazai’s touch. Dazai 
cards his fingers through soft, flaming hair, gently scratching at 
Chuuya’s scalp. 


Dazai bites down on his latest jelly bean and immediately gags. 
What is that taste?! Why is it so foul? What is it doing in a bag of 
candy? Unthinkingly, he yanks his hand away as he starts to cough, 
hacking up a lung as he tries to get the taste out of his mouth. Next 
to him, Chuuya is still crying, big fat tears dripping down his face and 
staining his shirt. Dazai, still retching in disgust, grabs Chuuya’s arm 
and holds onto it for dear life as he gags. Chuuya leans right into 
him, wiping his tears on Dazai’s sleeve. 


“Hachi,” he moans again. “Ueno didn’t wanna leave you! He didn’t!” 
“Disgusting, disgusting, ew ew ew.” 


Oh, the looks they’re getting are murderous. But Chuuya is too sad 
and Dazai is too disgusted to care. When the movie mods, Chuuya 
insists on sitting through the entirety of the credits, crying his eyes 
out still. 


“Why did you do this to me,” he sobs. “Why, Dazai?” 


“| thought Chuuya liked dog movies,” Dazai says primly, tongue still 
coated with the vile taste of something horrific and unspeakable. 


“| love Hachi,” Chuuya bawls. “I want a dog now! And | can’t have a 
doggggg!” 


“Funny,” Dazai says drily. “Because | have a dog. And he’s 
slobbering all over me right now.” 


It’s a sign of how caught up Chuuya is in his emotions that he 
doesn't even react to being called Dazai’s dog. Instead, he sniffs and 


buries his head even deeper into Dazai’s shirt. Honestly, Dazai never 
thought that he would be so...content with being a living tissue, but it 
seems that Chuuya is the exception to everything. As always. 


“Promise me we'll get a dog one day,” Chuuya cries, getting Dazai’s 
shirt all wet with his tears. Dazai chokes on nothing for a second, 
mind flashing through all the possibilities of a future that involves 
getting a dog with Chuuya. They'd have to live together. Probably for 
years on end. They'd have to be...partners. Dog parents?! 


Chuuya, however, is clearly not thinking about any of this. He’s still 
sniffling into Dazai’s chest by the time the usher comes to poke them 
out of their seats. 


“Oi, lovebirds,” the guy says, clearly fed up with everything. “It’s time 
to get out. We have another showing here in fifteen minutes.” 


“Come on, Chuuya,” Dazai says, gently pulling Chuuya up. “Let’s go. 
We've still got one last place to visit, right?” 


“The shrine,” Chuuya sniffs, wiping his tears. “I'll make an offering in 
honor of Hachiko!” 


Outside, it’s started snowing again, blanketing everything in soft 
white. Chuuya tugs Dazai closer as they start walking, hand in hand. 
There’s a small shrine towards the end of this street, shrouded by 
trees and the thickening snow. It’s not like the big shrine in the 
middle of Tokyo, but it’s well-kept nonetheless. 


As they step past the threshold, even Dazai pauses to dip his head 
in respect. There’s something a little somber in the air, something 
ethereal. Chuuya’s still sniffling slightly, nose red and eyes redder as 
he climbs through the torii gates. 
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“We didn’t get to come on New Year’s,” Chuuya sighs, taking in a 
deep, cold breath. “I’m glad that we’re here now.” A red leaf flutters 
down and lands on his nose, making him sneeze. 


“Better wash off all those slug germs before you pay your respects to 
the gods, right?” 


“Hmm,” Chuuya agrees. His hand is still tucked against Dazai's, 
dragging them up the shrine steps together. Honestly, it’s a little too 
cold to really do the hand washing ritual, but Chuuya does it 
anyways, surreptitiously lifting the droplets of water off his skin with a 
quick wave of his Ability. With a slightly awkward motion, he rings the 
bell hanging from the shrine ceilings. 


Then Chuuya steps up to the offering box itself, throwing in far too 
many coins. He bows twice, claps, and then dips his head in a really 
long prayer. Dazai waits for a good five minutes before sighing, 
going up to the offering box himself. 


He fishes a hundred-yen coin out of his coat pocket and flicks it into 
the offering box. Then he repeats the same ritual that Chuuya did, 
exhaling into the wintry air. 


Dazai’s never been one to pray for anything. He’s rarely visited any 
shrines, except perhaps in his distant childhood. If the gods do exist, 
then they're cruel beings and he owes them nothing. And yet... 


Maybe there’s something that he wants to pray for tonight. He 
sneaks a look over at Chuuya, who is still praying, hands held tightly 
together, red hair slowly gathering more and more snow. It’s the 
same red that’s haunted his dreams for months now. The same red 
that he’s begun looking for after every successful mission. 


... fhe same red that has accompanied him throughout this evening, 
living a childhood that he could never have. 


For once in his life, Dazai might have something to pray for. 


If there’s any god out there listening to me...let me have him. Let me 
have another night like this with him. If you cannot give me death, at 
least give me Chuuya. Let me watch his eyes open in the morning 


sunlight. Let me kiss him goodnight under the light of the moon. Let 
me bear witness to his greatest dreams and unimaginable failures. 


...Let me love him. 


Because oh, now that he thinks about it, now that he knows it—he’s 
in love with Chuuya. Perhaps he’s always been, before he had even 
met him. Maybe his soul had always been destined to push and pull 
with Chuuya’s, tangled together in an endless dance. 


All Dazai knows is that tonight has been something beyond even his 
wildest dreams. There is something about the peace, the serenity of 
simply being with Chuuya that drives him out of his mind. Chuuya 
has always been his every exception, and Dazai is only a boy. He is 
so, so tired of denying it, of running away from it. He is tired in a way 
that he has never felt before, because he knows now what it feels 
like to have that weight off his shoulders, and he doesn't know if he 
can bear it again. 


Dazai Osamu is in love with Nakahara Chuuya, and it’s going to ruin 
him. 

“You’re taking a long time, slug,” he says instead of professing his 
undying love. Chuuya scrunches his eyes in a way that makes Dazai 
want to flick them open, just to see the blue of the ocean held within. 


“| sent an offering for Hachiko,” Chuuya says primly, eyes still closed. 
Dazai can’t help the short, sharp laugh that escapes him. 


“The dog?” he says, cheeks dimpled with mirth. 

“Yes, the dog! He, he deserved better...” Chuuya’s face flushes red 
with embarrassment, and he turns away from Dazai to finish his 
prayer. And Dazadi... 


Please. Izanagi, Izanami, Inari, Amaterasu...let me love him. 


But tonight, just like every other night, the gods stay silent. 


Chapter End Notes 


Thank you guys so much for reading! As always, comments and 
kudos make my day! 


Ahhhh we're really in the end stretch here, only 2 more chapters 
and an epilogue to go.....hope you guys look forward to it! 


let me love him 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Something shifts between the two of them after that night. It's slight, 
almost intangible, but it's there, coloring every word and action 
between them. Dazai no longer sleeps with his back to Chuuya; 
instead, he curls around him or over him nearly every night, 
breathing him in like life itself. Even Chuuya's temper mellows out a 
little, no longer quite as sharp and explosive. 


Part of it is the knowledge that all this is finally ending soon. They've 
got the lab reports and the research, they've made connections with 
the Tokyo yakuza, and all that's left is cleaning up the Compass of 
the Rising Sun. Even that will be at an end soon, because Dazai has 
already been in contact with the rest of the Port Mafia, planning out 
the decisive battle that will bring the Compass to their knees. 
Chuuya’s not privy to all the details, but-he trusts Dazai. However 
terribly misplaced that trust might be. 


That in itself is enough to carry them forwards, propel them to 
frantically do all the things that they would normally never be able to 
do. It takes shape in the spaces between their bodies and the 
unspoken whispers between their words. There’s something still 
stopping them from tipping all the way over, but it feels less and less 
important as the days slip by. 


There’s a surety and softness in their shared kisses now, as Dazai 
dips his head to press his mouth against Chuuya’s. It’s slow, sweet, 
and gentle—everything that Dazai had never imagined himself to be. 
And Chuuya is warm and firm, pressed against him, always giving as 
much as he takes. 


Moments like these have become more commonplace, in between 
their classes and small missions. Somehow, that one night that 


they’d spent as just DazaiandChuuya had changed everything, yet 
nothing at all. Between the two of them, very little is different. They 
still fight and argue and bicker, and yet... 


And yet there are times like now, with Chuuya humming as he 
presses in just a little closer; fleeting seconds when Dazai can feel 
Chuuya’s heart thrumming just a little too fast, delicate as a 
hummingbird’s wings under his fingertips. 


“| wanna get drunk,” Chuuya says as he settles himself on Dazai’s 
lap, reading through yet another history book. “It’s been far too long 
since I’ve had some good wine.” 


“It's been less than four months, chibi,” Dazai says, automatically 
threading his fingers through fiery locks. Chuuya huffs in annoyance, 
looking down his nose at Dazai. 


“| know,” he says. “But what’s stopping us? School?” 

“No,” Dazai hums, “but you'll regret it when you have to be up at six 
for soccer practice and have a hangover. But don't let me stop you. 
After all, what do | know?” 


“Fuckin’ hate you,” Chuuya mumbles, turning another page in his 
book. “Did you eat yet?” 


“Mm...” 


“Ugh. You’re so useless. Lemme finish this chapter, and then we'll 
get some food.” 


“Please. Take your time. No, seriously.” 


“No, fuck you. You’re gonna eat.” 


up his legs and jostling Chuuya around. 


“Fucking—calm the fuck down, mackerel!” Chuuya slams the book 
against Dazai’s chest, hard enough to drive the breath from Dazai’s 
lungs. 


“Always such a violent dog...” 


Chuuya hits him again with the book, this time on the other side of 
his rib cage. Dazai howls in exaggerated pain, and then he reaches 
down, long fingers wiggling threateningly. 


“No—don’t you dare—!” 


But it’s too late. Dazai has already stuck his fingers into Chuuya’s 
sides, tickling him mercilessly. Chuuya writhes around, gasping for 
air. 


“Dazai! Dazai, stop, hahaha! | can’t, hahaha, breathe!” Chuuya’s 
muscles twitch violently under his hands, and Dazai is too far gone 
to realize that he is in imminent danger. Because Chuuya is strong, 
and he is about to hurl Dazai across the room if he touches him any 
more. Dazai ducks out of the way just in time for Chuuya’s swing to 
miss him, breathing out a sigh of relief as Chuuya makes no move to 
chase him. Instead, he flops down on the couch, chest heaving. 


“Food,” Chuuya groans, still laughing. “I’m fuckin’ starving.” 


“Up you get, then,” Dazai says. In that moment, he doesn’t realize 
how he himself is also smiling widely, something half-crooked and 
wholly honest. Chuuya’s the one staring now, because he’s almost 
never seen Dazai look so genuinely... happy. He wonders if he’s 
lucky enough to be the one to have made him so happy. 


One meal, another trip to the lab, and six hours later, it’s nearing 3 
am and Chuuya is exhausted. Dazai almost has to carry him back up 
to their shared room, Chuuya sagging heavily against his partner. 


Like so many other things since that fateful night, Chuuya’s tongue is 
looser than it’s ever been. He’s half-drunk on drowsiness and so 


tired that he can’t see straight—and, for some godforsaken reason, 
he feels safe with Dazai near him. 


“| wanna see the world,” he slurs out as Dazai deposits him into bed. 
“| always wanted, ugh, to see France properly...even if I’ve been 
there or was born there, | don’t remember it at all.” 

“Sure, slug. I'll take you one day.” 

“Will you?” Chuuya sighs out, already half asleep. “You'll forget me 
by then. Or maybe you'll have killed yourself already. | just...really 
wanna see Europe with you.” 

“How about this? | won’t forget about you until | take you to France.” 
“And what about you killing yourself?” 

“That's between Death and me.” 

“Can you...could you promise me? That you won’t leave me 
behind?” Chuuya’s voice has dropped to just a whisper now, words 
fuzzy and mushed together through a haze of sleep. 


“...L. can do my best, hatrack.” 


“Promise me.” The words are said with such surety, such conviction 
that Dazai almost loses his breath. 


“Okay. | won’t leave you behind.” It’s a dangerous thing to promise, 
Dazai Knows. It’s an oath that he'll inevitably have to break someday. 


“Promise.” 


“...| promise.” The words feel like knives, tearing apart his throat and 
heart as he says them. It doesn’t matter how sweet the words are, or 
how used Dazai is to lying. Chuuya is...different. And lying to him, 
about this, feels like he’s swallowing glass. 


“Dazai...” Chuuya murmurs, clearly just on the cusp of completely 
passing out. “What...what are we? What am | to you, that you could 
promise me something like that?” 
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Dazai tries his best to find the words. But they’re caught in his throat, 
like flies stuck in honey. For once in his life, he doesn’t know what to 
say. What could he say? That he could say those words simply 
because it’s Chuuya? That it had been the first time that lies had 
gotten caught on his tongue in years and years? That he doesn’t 
want to break that promise, but knows that it’s coming anyways? 


But when he looks down again to try to give Chuuya an answer, he’s 
already fast asleep. 


That night, Dazai’s mind will not stop. What is Chuuya to him? For 
that matter, what is he to Chuuya? To this, he thinks, the answer is 
obvious—partner. Chuuya’s his partner. And yet...Dazai knows by 
now that he’s in love with the terrible, horrible shortstack. But what 
does that make Chuuya? 


Mine, he thinks as he finally drifts off to sleep as the dawn rises. 
That’s what you are to me, Chuuya. Mine. 


And oh, when he’s awoken a few scant hours later to the feelings of 
lips on his forehead and red hair painted gold in the sunlight, he 
doesn’t even mind. He’d stay awake for a hundred more days just to 
feel it again. 


There’s only one question left in Dazai’s mind, at the end of it all. 
Does Chuuya feel the same? Or does he see Dazai as just another 
person to kiss and touch? Does he mean anything to Chuuya, or is... 
whatever they have...normal between friends? Dazai is certain that 
his craving to kiss Chuuya every moment of the day is not a craving 
that he has for Odasaku or Ango. But for Chuuya, who’s trained with 
Kouyou for his entire mafia career, who has an older French brother 


who keeps telling him to kiss random strangers on the street, who 
had been best friends with Albatross, the manwhore... 


Dazai is not used to the feeling of insecurity. And he doesn’t like it. It 
makes him question his every movement, his every decision, 
everything around him. Dazai has never felt uncertain about anything 
before. Incomplete, maybe. Lacking a perfect plan, certainly. But 
unsure? That's all new, and it’s all Chuuya. 


Right then, he decides that he needs to observe Chuuya for a little 
bit, comparingcompare how he acts around Dazai to the way he acts 
around the rest of his friends. Maybe then he'll have a better answer. 
The one flaw with this plan is that Chuuya doesn’t have any other 
friends. There’s Sato and Murata and Takeda, sure, but they’re 
friends with Kashimura, not Nakahara Chuuya, fearless martial artist 
of the Port Mafia. None of them are aware of how beautiful Chuuya 
is when he fights, how his limbs become poetry in motion and his 
feet dance to the bloody rhythm of battle. 


The only frame of reference that Dazai has is Chuuya’s relationship 
with the Flags. He feels a bit silly, pulling up frame after frame of 
their interactions in his head, dissecting his own memories for 
anything that stands out to him. Chuuya had always been a tsundere 
type, unwilling to admit affection and care even to the Flags. 


He’s still like that to Dazai. Chuuya has never spoken his feelings out 
loud, not properly, always dancing around it. But to Dazai, the 
amount of tenderness and care that he shows Dazai is more than 
obvious. It’s in the way that he still makes Dazai crab lunches on 
days that his mind gets too loud for his head. It’s the way that 
Chuuya will breathe soft French poetry into Dazai’s ears even when 
he’s cut open and bleeding out on the floor. It’s the way that Chuuya 
kisses him, all the time, wanting and hungry, and yet never harsh 
and demanding. 


More than anything, Chuuya trusts Dazai. It’s obvious in every 
movement he makes, every tell that he’s allowed Dazai to learn. It’s 
their core as soukoku, but it’s also more than that. Dazai realizes 


that now, that he knows the way Chuuya’s shoulders tremble when 
he’s about to fly into a rage, and how it’s minutely different when he’s 
about to go into a panic attack. Chuuya has let himself be vulnerable 
around Dazai. 


Dazai’s fear about Chuuya being his worst weakness is no longer 
abstract. It’s real. It’s here. Like they are now, Mori will rip them 
apart. He will make sure that they will end up hating each other and 
become each other’s greatest weapons. He will torture them both 
until they associate the other with nothing but pain. Because of what 
they are to each other, as nebulous and uncertain as it is, they will 
become each other’s worst nightmare. 


...And yet. And yet, Dazai is willing to risk it. 


Because truthfully, if soukoku went against the Port Mafia, who 
would be able to stop them? Who would be able to rein them in? And 
Dazai has full confidence in his own abilities to keep the chibi and 
himself safe from the worst of Mori’s machinations. 


This is what he tells himself, at least. He doesn’t know if it’s a lie or 
not, or if he can truthfully say one way or another what the outcome 
of this will be. But this...whatever it is, wnatever he has with 
Chuuya...he’s not ready to give it up so willingly. And that scares 
Dazai. Because for the first time in his life, he has something that he 
cares about, that he wants to fight for, that he wants to protect from 
the coldness and horrors of the world. He desperately wants to take 
Chuuya to France and have them sightsee together. He wants to see 
Chuuya fight, fists bare and dirty, the gleam of life shining through 
his eyes. He wants, he wants, he wants. And Dazai has never been 
one to let go of the things that he wants so desperately. 


Anything worth having is lost the moment it is obtained. 


But oh God, he wants Chuuya to be the exception. He'll fool the 
whole world if he has to. He'll lie to everyone, his friends and 
enemies alike. If it means keeping even a sliver of what he and 
Chuuya have now, Dazai won't hesitate. 


It's probably the single biggest decision Dazai has ever made for 
himself. Somehow, the world around him shifts the moment he 
comes to that realization. 


The day after he has that epiphany, while they’re both lounging in 

their room together, Dazai notices something different. Or perhaps 
it's always been there, and Dazai has just been too blind to see it, 

but— 


Chuuya looks at him the same way that he looks at Chuuya; with 
unerring dedication and a gaze that blocks out everything else in the 
world. Like Dazai’s the only thing that matters. 


And then he thinks about what Murakami said— ”You can teach the 
Demon Prodigy what it means to love—” and he feels even stupider. 


“It was me, wasn't it?” Dazai says out loud. “That Murakami was 
talking about. You love me.” 


Chuuya slowly turns to face him, knees instinctively curling in on 
himself. There’s an unfamiliar expression on his face, uncertainty 
mixed with pure rage, and Dazai finds himself wanting to soothe it 
away. 


“What was your first clue, genius?” he spits venomously, instinctively 
trying to protect all the soft, squishy parts of himself. 


“You're not denying it,” Dazai says in mild surprise. 


“Is there a point?” And, well, Chuuya’s right. Even if he’d denied it, if 
he’d sworn up and down that he hadn't meant Dazai at all, Dazai 
wouldn't have believed him. The cards are too stacked against him, 
the proof and evidence too overwhelming. 


“You’re so fucking stupid, slug,” Dazai says instead of a real answer. 
“So, So goddamn stupid.” 


“Dude, is that all you’re going to tell me? That I’m an idiot for loving 
you? Because | already know that, fuck you very much.” 


“You’re an idiot,” Dazai says again, “because you are so fucking 
impossible and you make me throw away all the certainties I’ve 
always known.” 


Now Chuuya’s the one cocking his head, hesitant and unsure. But 
behind it all, there’s a glimmer of hope, and God, that’s enough to 
floor Dazai. 


“Dazai,” Chuuya says, deathly serious. “You’re not joking, right? Tell 
me you're not joking. Not about this.” 


Dazai barks out a rough laugh, pulling his hair back with the fingers 
of his left hand. 


“Chibi, it’s way too late for that. Do | look like I’m joking? Come on.” 


“You aren't,” Chuuya breathes, and there’s a light in his eyes that 
Dazai has only ever seen a handful of times. Once with the Sheep, a 
couple of times with the Flags, and now, him. 


“| really wish | was,” Dazai laments instead. “Stupid, stupid emotions. 
Making me fall for a tiny, shrimpy chibi. Ugh, it’s the worst thing in the 
world! | knew the gods had it out for me, but— mmph!” 


Dazai is once again knocked off his feet-literally—-by Chuuya 
slamming into him, mouth-first. There’s nothing gentle or tender 
about this kiss; it's rough and demanding, angry and vicious. But 
Dazai always gives as good as he gets, so he reciprocates just as 
harshly, almost gnawing on Chuuya’s bottom lip. 


“You're so fucking impossible!” Chuuya pants as he pulls away. “I 
don’t even—ARGH! | hate you!” 


And because Dazai is a menace and can’t help himself, he snarks 
back: 


“That’s not what Murakami said.” 


Chuuya’s death glare is enough to kill a room full of people, but 
Dazai remains standing cheerfully under his gaze. Days ago, he’d 
thought it impossible for him to ever get anywhere with Chuuya. 
Now, he knows that Chuuya returns his feelings—even if the dumb 
hatrack hasn’t actually admitted it yet—-and he’s filled with a new 
feeling of resolution that would have his enemies quaking in fear. 


“Murakami could never, and mean never, understand the depth of 
what | feel for you, Dazai Osamu. Do you understand me? It would 
be criminal to just debase it as ‘love.” 


“Chuuya...” Dazai murmurs, almost taken aback. “So does that 
mean you like me back?” 


“Oh my fucking—yes, you big fucking idiot, it means | like you back.” 


This time, it’s Dazai who crashes his lips into Chuuya’s, almost giddy 
with glee from Chuuya’s words. Like a very demanding octopus, he 
slithers his arms and legs around Chuuya until they’re completely 
wrapped up in each other, impossible to separate. 


“| like Chuuya too,” Dazai whispers, as if it’s the biggest secret of the 
world. Maybe it is. Maybe it’s the thing that will finally bring about 
their apocalypse. But Dazai can’t bring himself to care. He dives 
back in, chasing the taste of Chuuya’s mouth, running his hands and 
fingers all along Chuuya’s arms and back. There are sweet little 
divots of muscle here and there, flexing and curling under his grip. 
Dazai has never known anything so intoxicating. 


“So what are we then?” Chuuya asks between kisses, nipping at 
Dazai’s jawline. “What am | to you?” It’s an echo of the question he’d 
asked, drunk on sleep deprivation, but now Dazai thinks he might 
have an answer. 


“| don’t care what Chuuya wants to call us,” he tells him honestly. 
“Boyfriends, lovers, rivals, partners. Anything you want. But what you 


are is mine.” He bites down, possessive and needy all rolled into one 
intoxicating mess, sucking a bruise into the tender flesh of Chuuya’s 
neck. 


“You’re mine too, then, Dazai,” Chuuya growls, never one to be 
outdone. “You belong to me now. You can’t take it back.” With just as 
much ferocity, he attacks the juncture of Dazai’s collarbone and 
shoulder, leaving trails of marks and kisses on Dazai’s skin. 


Nothing has ever sounded so good to Dazai. Just the sheer concept 
of belonging, him to Chuuya and Chuuya to him, has heat flashing 
through his head. 


“Say it,” Dazai demands lowly, blowing hot breath into Chuuya’s ear. 
Chuuya shivers against him, head lolling towards Dazai’s chest. “Say 
that you're mine. All mine.” 


“’m yours,” Chuuya says in a tone like an oath. “I belong to you.” 


‘And...I’m yours,” Dazai responds back, voice cracking on the last 
syllable. “God, Chuuya. I’ve always been yours, haven’t I? | was just 
too blind to see it.” 


“Probably,” Chuuya hums. “That's all right, though.” 


“Good,” Dazai says, “because you will never be anyone else’s but 
mine now. I'll ruin you for anyone else.” 


“And you won't ever be able to love anyone that isn’t me,” Chuuya 
says right back. “I'll teach you what it means to be loved, Osamu, 
and you won't ever even dream of letting me go.” 


“Wouldn’t dream of it anyways,” Dazai mumbles, teeth bared as he 
prepares to dive back into Chuuya. Beautiful, angry, fiery Chuuya, 
who is all his and his only. 


Now that he knows what it feels like to have Chuuya, Dazai can’t 
ever imagine giving this up. He will fight Mori if he has to; he’ll plot 


and scheme against the entire world. 


When he falls into bed with Chuuya that night, it’s skin against skin 
and breath mingling with breath. Almost instinctively, he curls his 
arms tighter around the other boy. Dazai has not had many things 
worth holding onto in his life. If it’s just Chuuya that he needs to hold 
on to, then that’s fine. Dazai’s okay with that. 


He’s lived in darkness all his life. There’s never been anything else 
for him; he’s a monster grown out of the space between light. And 
yet--there, in the light--there is Chuuya. 


Takeda is damn well suspicious. Something is going on with 
Kashimura and Tsushima; he just doesn’t know what. 


Something had definitely shifted between the two of them, because 
he’s never seen Tsushima quite as bubbly as he is now, nor has he 
ever seen Kashimura smile so much. Had they actually confessed to 
each other? But that doesn’t seem right either; all their interactions 
are still filled with the same strange tension as always. 


But he’s got more important things on his mind right now than their 
relationship status. Takeda’s got good information that the Compass 
of the Rising Sun and the Tokyo yakuza are on the brink of a full-out 
war. Call it his true crime fascination, or his conspiracy theory 
addiction, or whatever, but Takeda is sure that Kashimura and 
Tsushima are involved. 


He’s so sure, in fact, that he’s taken to stalking them around, trying 
to make sense of the little gaps in their schedules, poking at all the 
little inconsistencies. Because, well, now that he’s looking for them, 
properly? There are a /ot of things that don’t quite add up. 


For one, signed report cards. Shukuichi students are required to 
have their parents or guardians sign their report cards on a biweekly 
basis. Both Tsushima and Kashimura’s forwarding addresses are in 
Yokohama, instead of Tokyo like Kashimura had said, or Aomori, 


where Tsushima is ostensibly from. It could be that they’re further 
forwarded from Yokohama (it’s not the first time, after all), but it’s the 
fact that they're both forwarded to the same place that has Takeda 
SuSpiCious. 


Another thing is Kashimura’s brother. Apparently, his brother is 
French and lives there in France, but Takeda has taken a peek at 
Kashimura’s student records. There are no siblings listed. At all. It 
could be explained as a sort of pseudo-family thing, but the evidence 
is all stacking up too quickly. 


That’s not to mention Tsushima’s frankly terrifying aim. At the school 
festival, they’d ended up playing darts. Tsushima had gotten a 
perfect score eight times in a row. No one throws that well unless 
they’re a professional darts player...or they're secretly in the yakuza. 


Takeda’s not a conspiracy theorist. Really. But there’s merit to these 
things! And if his friends are going to get caught in between a gang 
war...it could get bad. Really bad. 


This is what he tells Sato and Murata as he slides into his seat next 
to them for lunch. Predictably, Murata rolls her eyes and tells him 
he’s crazy, while Sato thoughtfully considers his words before a/so 
turning him down. 


It's so frustrating! Tsushima and Kashimura are so clearly not 
ordinary students, but Murata is far too sarcastic and dour to realize 
it, and Sato is blinded by her little crush on Kashimura. It’s a little sad 
at this point, honestly, given that she’s actively in a club trying to get 
him and another guy together. Still, it’s not really Takeda’s place to 
judge, considering he’s probably also a little pathetic for trying to get 
them to listen to him again while he expands upon everything that 
makes them so suspicious. 


“And that sub we had! Isn't it suspicious that he only wanted to talk 
to Kashimura and Tsushima after class? | bet you anything that he 
was actually working with the yakuza!” 


“Takeda,” Murata begins, tone actually starting to sound kind of 
angry, “you’re accusing our classmates—our friends— of some very 
dangerous stuff. We've always kind of let you be. But don’t you think 
you're taking it too far this time? These are rea/ people that you’re 
accusing. People that we know. People that are our friends.” 


“|... know,” Takeda mumbles, feeling a little guilty. “It’s just...1 really 
think I’m onto something here, guys. And no one wants to take me 
seriously.” 


“Presumably,” Murata hisses, “that’s because all of the stuff you’re 
suggesting is ridiculous! You know how swamped we are with work 
as students. Like, let’s pretend any of what you said had any merit— 
which it doesn't, by the way. Kashimura and Tsushima are both top 
of the class students. How much free time do you think that they 
have, exactly? They’re both probably studying their asses off 
constantly. You know better than anyone how much effort good 
grades take in this school. And you're telling me that you think they 
have time to leave school and be part of the yakuza?” 


“They literally soent seven hours working on our history project 
yesterday,” Sato pipes up. “And they were really diligent about it. It’s 
just...| don’t know about you, but that’s not the kind of thing | see a 
yakuza member doing.” 


“Listen, | don’t know how they’re doing it either—” 
“Because they aren't doing anything—” 


“--but I’m going to prove to you guys that there’s at least something 
going on with them. C’mon. Give me a chance. I’ve never lied to you, 
right?” 


“You've barely ever been right about your conspiracy theories either,” 
Murata points out. “And like. The POG Squad is constantly stalking 
those two. We'd know if they were up to anything really suspicious 
off-campus, wouldn’t we? We literally know all their habits and ins 
and outs and—ooh, that sounds kinda bad, actually.” 


“It's not that we don't trust you, Takeda,” Sato pipes up, always the 
mediator. “It’s just that...as Shukuichi students, we really are meant 
to be on another level. And Tsushima and Kashimura live up to that 
level. They’re not delinquents, Takeda. They’re just kids. Maybe they 
lied to us about some stuff, but everyone lies a bit, right? | don’t think 
that means that they’re, like, gang members or whatever.” 


“,..Whatever,” Takeda mutters. “I just-l promise you. There’s more to 
them than meets the eye. And when | prove it, I'll say | told you so!” 
He gathers up his backpack in a huff, with the full intent to research 
his classmates a little more. 


There’s something there, he just knows it! Now if only he can get 
anyone else to believe him... 


Chapter End Notes 


Uhhhh yeah so sorry for updating late.....1 kinda forgot, what 
with The Other Stuff Going On e.e 


THAT BEING SAID. Thank you all again so much for reading! 
As always, comments and kudos make my day, and I'm so glad 
to have been able to write this for you all! 


wanna fight against gravity? 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


At long last, the week of finals is over and there is just one more 
huge deadline on the horizon for the Shukuichi second years—their 
history project. The crush to finish it after a week straight of 
horrifyingly difficult tests is manic, to say the least. Everyone looks 
zombified, as if they haven’t slept in days and days. And that’s 
probably only partially untrue. The presentations are huge. They're 
important. There’s a presentation in class, and then there’s an expo 
displaying all of their work for two days. It is, in fact, the culmination 
of their term. 


Sato’s group is not faring any better than anyone else’s, but at least 
every member of her group is pulling their weight. They might be 
suffering, but at least they're all suffering together. All those long, 
sleepless nights, those sessions where they nearly broke down 
crying on the library floor—all of it had been for this. 


Sato walks into history class the day of presentations with her head 
held high, knowing that she’s done all that she can do. Meanwhile, 
behind her, Murata has her head tucked into a history book, 
frantically trying to shove the very last bits of information she can into 
her brain. Kashimura follows along not far behind, in step with 
Tsushima. He’s reciting his lines for the presentation under his 
breath, while Tsushima doesn't even look perturbed. If anything, he 
seems totally chilled out, folding a little piece of paper in his hand 
into the shape of a compass. 


Hoffman sits behind his desk at the front of the room, looking over all 
of them hawkishly, as if picking apart any imperfections they might 

have. It’s a piercing glare, something that only comes with years and 
years of trials and tribulations. The way he’s looking at them, it’s as if 


he’s challenging them to impress him, show him something that he 
hasn't seen before. Honestly, it’s a little intimidating. 


By the time the first two groups finish presenting, the anxiety in the 
room has gone up at least fifty percent. Everyone’s presentation is 
so good, so put-together and well-polished, and yet Hoffman hasn’t 
seemed impressed at any of it. He’s only nodded half-heartedly 
along, scribbling down in a notebook that seems more and more 
imposing by the second. 


“--the technological advances made during wartime had a large 
socioeconomic effect nationally as well as internationally, with Japan 
taking the lead in production of services such as wireless carriers, 
high-tech wearable technology...” 


The group currently presenting goes on, and Sato finds herself 
starting to lose focus. Sighing, she turns to look out the window, 
trying her best to pull herself together before she has to go up there 
herself. Yawning, she squeezes her eyes together for a second, and 
then blinks a couple more times when something catches her 
attention. Is that...what is that? 


Something glitters into the distance, blue and sparkling, and Sato 
can’t for the life of her figure out what it is. Just when she’s about to 
tap Murata and pass her a note, everything falls into utter silence. 
The kids presenting at the front try to speak, but nothing comes out 
of their mouths. Sato herself tries to yell, but there’s only silence. 
Faintly, she starts to hear a high pitched ringing inside her head, as if 
she’s gotten tinnitus or something. 


Now everyone looks confused. Looks of fear and panic are starting 
to spread around the room, even if no one’s gotten out of their seat 
just yet. Tsushima and Kashimura are the first to stand up, 
something glittering darkly in their eyes, Tsushima’s fingers rapping 
out a rhythm too fast for Sato to make out on Kashimura’s back. 


CRASH! 


The windows splinter, shattering apart as sound comes rushing back 
into their world. One man dressed in full fighting gear, then four, then 
ten, then another dozen, come crashing in through the broken 
windows. Someone starts screaming, which is abruptly choked off as 
that same silence gags their throats. There’s a bright burst of blue, 
and then the world around them shrinks. Sato feels like she’s 
suddenly being pulled through a thousand and one pathways all at 
once, branches spreading like crawling lightning in front of her, 
before she’s promptly spat back out on the floor of a dark, shaded 
forest. 


Around her, the rest of her classmates are groaning, trying to pick 
themselves up from being slammed onto the ground. Sato whips her 
head around, trying to make sense of-—well, anything. Nothing makes 
sense anymore. Kashimura and Tsushima are the only two still on 
their feet, with Kashimura having stripped off his school cape and 
jacket. 


“Aiyaya, isn’t this a little too far, Murakami?” Tsushima’s voice is cold 
like she’s never heard it before, sing-songy and lilting. 


“You thought you could hide behind the prison of your school,” one of 
the strange men says, stepping forward. “We let you go last time. 
But this time...your pride will be your downfall.” 


“| wouldn't be so sure about that,” Kashimura growls. His stance has 
totally changed-relaxed, yet ready to pounce at any moment, like a 
panther waiting for its prey. 


“Don't think we haven't figured out who you are,” another woman 
laughs coldly. “The Demon Prodigy and the Crimson Harbinger. Or, 
rather... Soukoku.” 


“Amazing job. It only took you, what, four months to figure it out?” 
Kashimura sneers. His voice is rougher and far more vulgar than 
normal. He stomps his foot on the ground, momentarily flaring red, 
and a shockwave pulses out from him, knocking a whole horde of 
the enemy soldiers down. 


Hoffman, meanwhile, is stumbling shakily to his feet, eyes blown out 
wide as he points at Kashimura. 


“You!” he cries, recognition suddenly dawning in his eyes. “Project 
A-you—” 


“Shut up, I’m busy,” Kashimura snarls, bringing his other foot down. 
Another shockwave pulses through the ground, sending everyone 
toppling. Sato ends up next to Takeda as she’s knocked backwards, 
scrambling to find purchase on the trembling ground. 


Takeda’s mouth is hanging open, a choked noise barely making it 
out of his throat. Sato glances at him, trying to figure out if he’s okay, 
before he takes in a huge gulp of air and starts rambling. 


“Oh my God, oh my God. | thought—| knew they were involved! But 
the fucking—they’re not yakuza, they’re mafia. They’re soukoku! The 
terror of the underground, the unstoppable weapon of the Yokohama 
Port Mafia—all this time! All this fucking time and none of us ever 
knew!” 


Takeda turns to Sato, eyes wild. Behind her, Murata crawls up 
against them, leaning against Sato and panting. 


“What in the actual fuck,” she spits. “What is going on?” 


“They're Ability users!” Takeda hisses. “And not just any Ability 
users! The Demon Prodigy and the Crimson Harbinger? They're two 
of the most powerful Ability users in Japan—no, the whole fucking 
world!” 


And yeah. Sato watches in transfixed horror as Kashimura literally 
rips trees out of the forest ground with just a touch and hurls them at 
the enemy. 


And then the enemy opens fire. Sato screams, trying to duck behind 
something, anything for cover, sure that she’s going to die right the 
fuck now. But nothing hits her, and she looks up to see every bullet 


suspended in midair, enveloped in a red glow. Across the wrecked 
forest floor, Kashimura bares his teeth, grinning madly. 


“Shouldn't have done that,” he cackles, and sends the bullets right 
back, punching their way through dozens of bodies. Enemy soldiers 
drop like flies, run through with their own ammunition, and 
Kashimura laughs wildly. 


“Who wants to fight against gravity?” he yells, jumping forward with 
Tsushima right at his back. 


“Oh my fucking God,” Takeda pants again, clearly at some kind of 
revelation. “That’s—that’s Nakahara Chuuya. The gravity manipulator 
of the Port Mafia. Ranked number 1 most devastating Ability user in 
all of Japan.” 


“What,” Sato gasps dumbly, mind running at a thousand miles a 
minute. “What does that mean—fuck!” She dodges a branch that’s 
been hurled her way, narrowly missing getting speared through the 
stomach. 


“He’s a fucking Ability celebrity!” Takeda yells, eyes almost delirious 
with excitement. “The government wants him so bad. Apparently his 
Ability is so strong that it could take out an entire army by itself.” 


“DAZAI!” Kashimura roars, limbs moving so fast that they look like a 
blur. “ROOSTER AT DAWN!” 


“A short slug shouldn't be giving commands!” Tsushima yells back. 
“Wisteria on the vine!” 


“FUCK YOU!” 
“PM COMMANDING YOU!” 
With a wordless scream, Kashimura charges in again, this time met 


by someone with a flurry of swords all around him. Blue flashes 
make the swords blink in and out of existence, jabbing towards 


Kashimura’s body. But Kashimura is somehow able to dodge every 
thrust and slice perfectly, backflipping off the ground to roundhouse 
kick his attacker in the face. But his kick is blocked by two swords 
crossing over each other in a flash. A strike of lightning channels 
splits the air and travels through the swords to strike at Kashimura’s 
ankle. He’s barely able to twist away in time, lightning crashing down 
around him in sporadic intervals. 


He’s fast. And Tsushima...Tsushima’s picked up a gun from 
somewhere, emotionlessly putting bullet after bullet through the 
heads of any other soldier unlucky enough to still be alive after 
Kashimura’s initial onslaught. Another Ability user, hands crackling 
with some sort of purple fire, reaches out to grab Tsushima. But 
Tsushima doesn't even dodge. The moment the man lays his hands 
on Tsushima, the purple fire goes out, and then there’s a knife 
sticking out from his gut as Tsushima stabs him clean through. 


“No way. No fucking way. NO WAY!” Takeda gasps, his entire body 
trembling. “The Demon Prodigy...the nullifier. The only nullifier!” 


“Nullifier?” Sato repeats blankly. She feels like her whole head has 
shut down, barely able to take in the corpses surrounding her. 
Somehow, the entire class is still alive, albeit with some minor 
injuries. Kashimura seems like he’s making an effort to not hurt 
them...somehow. 


“His Ability is nullification,” Takeda says, words pouring out of his 
mouth like water. “His Ability is that it renders all other Abilities. ..well, 
null. He can disable any Ability with a touch. He’s super fucking 
dangerous; he can take down any Ability user because he can take 
away their power.” 


Sure enough, Tsushima’s Ability flashes bright blue as he touches 
Ability user after Ability user, letting Kashimura swoop in and break 
their necks or spines. One by one, they crumple to the ground, 
lifeless. 


Eventually, there are only four of them left standing, the rest of the 
enemies lying in pools of their own blood on the forest floor. 


“Cardinals,” Kashimura hisses. “Hiding behind all those people—are 
you scared?” 


“You’re still protecting your classmates,” one of them, the one with an 
impossible stack of hats, says. “Funny. So even the blackest, darkest 
souls can have a shred of compassion in them after all.” 


“Fuck you,” Kashimura—Nakahara?--spits, charging forwards again. 


This time, the fight seems perfectly matched. Kashimura can’t land a 
hit on any of the four, but they can’t land anything on him either. 
Tsushima keeps dodging in and out, weaving between the fight, 
trying to grab hold of anyone, but he’s unable to. Every time he gets 
close, there’s a blue flash and they disappear like smoke, only to 
reappear somewhere else a split second later. 


In one moment, the man wielding the twenty swords is on 
Kashimura, swords swinging wildly as Kashimura ducks and parries 
with whatever he can find. In another, Kashimura’s flying forward 
faster than the eye can see, only to be knocked back by a wall of 
wind. Flashes of blue speckle the landscape, taking things in and out 
of existence. 


And even though Chuuya’s nowhere near faltering yet, Tsushima 
seems to realize something, the same thing they're all thinking—they 
are at a standstill. No one will win unless something changes. And 
Tsushima... 


“CHUUYA!” Tsushima yells, sprinting back towards Kashimura. “USE 
CORRUPTION!” 


Kashimura whips his head towards Tsushima, still battling the sword 
guy. In a flash, he ducks out, kicking one of the swords so hard that it 
gets flung twenty feet back and stabbed into the wood of a tree. 


“Are you fucking kidding me?” Kashimura snaps. “Corruption? Now?” 
“You can’t win without it,” Tsushima says simply. 
“| can’t control it, Dazai! And we have a class full of people here!” 


“Trust me!” Tsushima yells. “I’m your partner. When have | ever let 
you down?” 


“You better keep them all alive,” Kashimura growls, and then sighs 
deeply. 


“| will,” Tsushima says, just this side of too soft. There’s a fleeting 
touch between them, and then Kashimura is pulling away. 


“O Grantors of Dark Disgrace...do not wake me again.” 


If Sato thought there had been destruction and death raining down 
before, it's nothing compared to what’s happening now. The wind 
itself seems to pick up and blow in great gusts around Kashimura, 
who is screaming in rage and pain as black and red tattoos begin to 
curl over his skin. His eyes white out, pupils shrinking into nothing, 
skin growing deathly pale. He leaps into the air, soaring so high that 
he almost disappears, before coming down like a comet, screaming. 


In the meantime, Tsushima quickly ushers the rest of the class 
behind a line of trees that have somehow survived the devastation. 


“Don’t move. Don’t make a sound,” he orders, tone leaving no room 
for disobedience. “He’ll leave you alone if he doesn’t notice you, but 
if you make yourself a target...no god will save you.” 


Then he dashes away, as if he hadn't just said something that 
sounded like their death warrant, and the class can only watch in 
horrified awe as their classmate, Kashimura Chuuya, unleashes 
devastation upon the land. 


Unlike before, where Kashimura actually had to dodge the strikes of 
lightning, the arcs of electricity now warp towards him. Every step he 


takes shakes the very earth itself, rocks crunching under his feet. He 
laughs maniacally, as if completely mad, tearing up entire trees with 
his bare hands and swinging with them. The four enemies who are 
still standing look up, eyes wide with surprise and fear. Something 
black and lightless coalesces into Kashimura’s palm, and— 


BOOM! 


One of the cardinals, the lady, sways where she stands and drops 
lifelessly to the ground, a hole ripped through her stomach. That 
kicks the others into high gear, dashing and dancing around the 
absolute beast that’s been unleashed upon them. 


But it’s no use. No matter how many times they teleport around, 
gravity keeps its hold on them, and Kashimura shows them no 
mercy. Every step Kashimura takes forward is another one that they 
have to take back, blue flashes zapping around them like streaks of 
lightning. The swordmaster tries to push Kashimura back with his 
blades, but they seem to bounce harmlessly off of him, glowing red 
with gravity. And then Tsushima gets there, and it’s all over. 


One touch to the neck of one man—the man with the teleporting 
Ability—and suddenly the remaining three are sitting ducks. The next 
blow from Chuuya smashes them all into the ground, cracking open 
their skulls, and then suddenly he’s turning towards the rest of the 
class. His mouth is wide open in a wordless snarl, and suddenly 
Sato is very, very aware of her quickly-shortening lifespan. There’s 
only one word for how Kashimura looks right now— monstrous. He 
looks inhuman, his mouth stretched uncannily wide, blood dripping 
out of his eyes. It’s a face that Sato will see in her nightmares for the 
next few decades. 


But then Tsushima dashes forward, pressing a hand to Kashimura’s 
hair, and Kashimura completely collapses, like a puppet with its 
strings cut. 


“Rest now, Chuuya,” Tsushima murmurs, taking the other boy’s body 
into his arms. Gently, carefully, he cards a hand through blood- 


matted hair. Kashimura groans, lifting his head up from Tsushima’s 
shoulder. 


“Did we win?” he croaks out. Tsushima nods. 
“You didn’t even kill any civilians,” Dazai affirms. Kashimura nods. 


“Good...that’s...that’s good...” With great effort, Kashimura pushes 
himself up to his feet, stumbling forwards. “Hey guys. Didn’t mean to 
scare you. They had it coming, looking for us like that.” 


“You’re, you’re mafia,” Takeda splutters. “Actual, real life mafia.” 
“Mhm,” Chuuya groans. “Ugh. | think | broke some ribs.” 


“You definitely did, chibi!” Tsushima pipes up, just a tad too cheerily. 
“Now, now, now. The real question is—what do we do with all of you?” 
He glances around the twenty-odd students in filthy uniforms, 
huddled up in terror and confusion. 


“Dazai,” Kashimura says warningly. “I did not just save them in my 
Corrupted form just for you to kill them again.” 


“But Chuuya!” Dazai whines. “We have to keep our identities a 
secret.” 


“Ah, yes. And what better way to do that than murdering an entire 
classroom of schoolchildren,” Chuuya says drily. “We have a 
memory eraser, don't we? You know, that guy that works with 
Tachihara. Wipes all memories of the last twelve hours or 
something.” 


“It’s unreliable,” Dazai grumbles. “Those memories can come back if 
exposed to the right trigger...” 


“Dazai fucking Osamu, if you think for one goddamn second I’m 
letting you kill another batch of my friends—” 


“Fine, fine!” Tsushima throws his hands up in the air. “Let’s just take 
a massive risk because Chuuya’s feeling sentimental today. Because 
the government fofally won't chase these kids down and interrogate 
them for information.” 


“Doesn't the yakuza have us covered on that front?” Kashimura 
snips back, irritated. “Just—-just wipe their memories and be done 
with it.” 


“Mafia won't be here for another three hours,” Dazai says glumly. 
“That bastard Basho teleported us all the way to the countryside, 
apparently. So in the meantime, we're going to have to play 
babysitter.” 


“Can someone please explain what the fuck is going on?!” one of 
their classmates yells, apparently fed up with the whole situation. 
“Where the fuck are we? What just happened? And—oh God I’m 
gonna throw up—bodies—” 


Tsushima glances at Kashimura, who exhales loudly through his 
nose. 


“Fine, I'll take care of the bodies,” he grouses. The red glow of his 
Ability flares up again, levitating the bodies off the ground. Like a 
macabre parade, he deposits them behind a little copse of trees, 
where they aren't visible anymore. Then there’s the sickening sound 
of bones being crushed and flesh being compressed, and the half of 
the class that hadn’t already been gagging and throwing up starts 
looking a little green. 


Takeda is the only person who's still persevering through it all, trying 
to keep talking. 


“| told you so!” he yells loudly, mostly towards Sato. Sato groans 
from where she’s been puking up her guts on the ground, waving a 
hand behind herself. “I told you there was something fishy about 
them! Mafia! And that was, that was the Compass of the Rising Sun, 
right?” 


“You've done your research,” Tsushima says, sounding mildly 
impressed. “I guess at least one of you had to have some brain 
cells.” 


“You're—you’re the Demon Prodigy,” Takeda almost whimpers. 
“Tsushima Shuuji. The Demon Prodigy.” 


“Actually, the name’s Dazai Osamu,” Tsushima—Dazai?--says 
snippily. “Eugh. Tsushima Shuuji just sounds weird.” 


Meanwhile, Hoffman has risen to his feet, shaking in fury. 


“The ginger,” he hisses, low and growling. “I knew | recognized him 
from somewhere. He’s the product of Project A, isn’t he? Host of 
Arahabaki.” 


“Damn, you guys are really just spilling all our secrets left and right 
here,” Nakahara mutters as he rejoins them, standing next to Dazai. 
“Yeah. Arahabaki is me. Thanks, by the way, for letting me do a 
whole ass project on my own literal self.” 


“Impossible,” Hoffman says, shaking his head. “The Sotseki 
Principle—you should've never been here—” 


“Yeah? Try telling that to the government-funded Ability research 
labs they’ve kept hidden under your very school for years.” 


“You were what the government was fighting over,” Hoffman snarls 
again. “You were the weapon that they wanted to use against the 
whole world. My men and my country b/ed for your existence!” 


“Listen here, Hoffman,” Nakahara snaps, striding over and grabbing 
a fistful of Hoffman’s collar, “I didn’t ask for shit. | didn’t ask to have a 
god crammed inside of me, or to be picked up by the mafia, or to be 
taken away from parents that | don’t even fucking remember. Yeah, 
I’m a weapon. But | didn’t ask to be. And you're fucking lucky that | 
don't rip you apart right here, right now.” 


He releases Hoffman, letting him stumble backwards. Hoffman still 

looks furious, but he bites his tongue, as if he recognizes the threat 
that Nakahara poses to him and his students. Meanwhile, Nakahara 
groans and sits himself gently down on the ground, holding his side. 


“| need a nap,” he mutters, eyes fluttering. “Corruption sucks.” 


“My dog is tired, ne?” Dazai murmurs, coming over to let Nakahara 
lean on him. “But you have to hold on for a little while longer. Can't 
have these kids running around without supervision.” 


“You do it,” Nakahara says, words starting to slur together. “I’m... 
going to take a nap. And no killing any of them.” 


And then, to everyone’s wonder, he really does pass out on Dazai’s 
lap. 


Sato is still trying to piece everything together, because to be honest, 
all of this still feels like an out of body experience. She tries not to 
think too hard about the death all around her, and instead tries to 
focus on the new information she’s just learned regarding their 
classmates, because—wow. It’s a lot to take in. 


Mafiosos? In their class? Sato guesses it’s more likely that she 
thinks. In that moment, she wonders if any of it had been real, if the 
friendship that they’d developed over the months together had been 
worth anything to those two at all. But then again, Nakahara had 
gone out of his way to spare their lives, and something tells her 
that’s more than he does normally. 


Now, looking at the two of them, they seem more true to themselves 
than they ever have before. Tsushima’s bubblegum personality had 
always felt this side of too much, and Kashimura...well. He had been 
stoic to a fault. Now, though, Dazai Osamu is colder and more 
confident than Tsushima ever had been. And Nakahara...God, the 
only thing he has in common with Kashimura is his crazy physicality. 


Hesitantly, Sato pulls herself forward, ending up right in front of 
Dazai. He looks at her with dark, dead eyes, and she shivers almost 
subconsciously. 


“Dazai...right?” she says hesitantly. Dazai nods briefly, dark eyes 
never leaving her. “Did you...are you going to leave now?” 


“What did you think we were going to do, stick around forever? The 
chibi might want that, but | certainly don’t.” 


He’s lying, something screams inside Sato. He wants to stay forever, 
but he knows he cant. 


They lapse into an awkward silence again, no one knowing what to 
say. Dazai, for his part, seems almost a little gleeful at how scared 
they all are. 


“Well?” he says, grinning. “Isn’t anyone else curious about the life of 
a mafioso?” 


“Me!” Takeda stumbles forward, almost tripping over himself in his 
haste. “Ohmygosh, | have so many questions.” 


“ Not you,” Dazai says snippily. “Or we'll be here all day.” 


“Urgh,” Nakahara groans, stirring from his short-lived nap. “I still feel 
awful. And...just answer the man, ‘Samu.” 


Dazai blinks. Then he blinks again, eyelids fluttering rapidly as he 
stares down at Nakahara. 


“What did you just call me?” 


“Dazai,’ Chuuya grunts. “Just talk to the damn guy. He’s dying to 
know.” 


“Are you really Soukoku?” Takeda says in a rush, all at once. “Did 
you really end the Dragon’s Head Conflict? The Beast Guivre? And 
the Suribachi City Explosion—that was you guys too? Do you guys 


have, like, mafia underlings? What about all the people you kill? Do 
you ever, like, feel bad about it?” 


Dazai stares for just a second too long. Then he turns slowly to 
Chuuya. 


“ Just talk to the damn guy,” he mocks. “ /t can’t be that bad! Chuuya, 
if you weren't about to die in my lap, I’d be the one to kill you right 
now.” 


“You’d never be able to,” Chuuya groans out. “Takeda...maybe slow 
down a little before Dazai stops being so nice.” 


“What’s even the point of asking?” Dazai says, throwing his hands 
up. “It’s not like you’re going to remember once the mafia gets here.” 


Hoffman pushes himself up, gathering the rest of the class around 
him. He seems to have gotten over that fear from earlier, now shakily 
meeting Chuuya’s eyes. 


“You are abominations,” he says sharply. “Especially you, gravity 
manipulator. You were never meant to succeed. | gave up everything 
to see those experiments fail, and yet you walk free anyways.” 


“Sorry,” Chuuya grunts. “If it makes you feel better, | didn’t really 
want them to succeed either. Hurts like a bitch, having a god shoved 
inside of you.” 


But it’s Dazai who’s suddenly holding a dagger to Hoffman's throat, 
pressing down hard enough to draw a trickle of blood. 


“He warned you once already,” Dazai growls, voice low and sickly 
sweet. “And I’m not as forgiving as he is. So if you want to keep your 
life, you'll shut up now. The only reason that your head is still 
attached to your neck is because Chuuya would be very upset if | 
killed another teacher of his in front of him.” 


Hoffman's eyes are still full of blazing vitriol, something unspeakably 
painful in them, as if he’s looking at the thing that ripped away 
everything he ever loved. 


“You let me live,” Hoffman says, throat pressing into Dazai’s blade, 
“you let me live now, and I'll spend the rest of my life hunting you 
down. | promise you that much.” 


“You won’t even remember in the next five hours,” Chuuya says 
blankly. “And even if you did remember...well. You're not the first 
person to come after my life. And I’m still kicking, aren’t I? Don’t 
underestimate Soukoku so easily.” 


“Maybe you'll even be a little bit of a challenge,” Dazai leers. “I let 
you live, and you provide us with entertainment. Oh! Maybe you'll 
succeed, and I'll get the death I’ve always dreamed of!” 


“| would lay your bones in the ground right here, right now, if it 
weren't for my students,” Hoffman spits. “But next time, you won’t be 
so lucky.” 


“There won't be a next time,” Chuuya says. “Or if there is, it'll be your 
last day. Either way, it’s probably for the best that you never see us 
after this.” 


“Ooh, Chuuya,” Dazai says, voice sweet and mocking. “You should 
do your rich girl impersonation.” 


“Fuck you,’ Chuuya spits, head lolling to the side. “I’m too tired for 
this shit.” 


Dazai catches him as easily as if he’d always known Chuuya would 
falter, dipping them both gently to the ground. There’s something 
unspeakably tender and possessive about the action, something... 


“Holy shit,” Murata gasps in realization. “Are you two—did you—did 
you finally get together?” 


“What's it to you?” Dazai sniffs haughtily. “As if I’d ever date such a 
slimy slug...” 


“Shut up, Dazai,” Chuuya groans, sliding against Dazai’s chest. 
“We're dating and you know it.” 


“Oh? How could | know?” 


“Because if you ever let anyone else touch you like this—” At this, 
Chuuya reaches an arm to brush up inside Dazai’s shirt. “--I’d kill 
them and then you.” 


“Hot,” Dazai mumbles. 


“...80 you are together now,” Murata finally says, narrowing her eyes 
at them. “Also, gross. There are children here!” 


“Oh come on, they’re only as bad as they have ever been,” Takeda 
says, waving his hand. “We've always known that they're 
disgustingly in love with each other.” 


“We spent the whole term trying to get them together!” Sato yells, 
finally losing it. “And you're telling me that we didn’t even get to see 
them kiss after all of that?!” 


“You wanna watch us kiss?” Chuuya says, a smirk dancing over his 
face. “Watch then.” 


And without another word, he dips forward, planting a firm, deep kiss 
right on Dazai’s lips. Dazai melts into him, sinking deeper into 
Chuuya’s arms. The two of them, like this, look like a piece of art, 
carved out to be together. Like this, they look more complete than 
they have ever been separate. 


Sato thinks it’s kind of sweet. But...it’s also kind of gross. She thinks 
she sees a hint of pink wetness out of the corner of Dazai’s mouth 
and...yeah. That’s enough. 


“Okay, okay! We get it, you’re disgustingly in love!” Murata yells 
again, covering her eyes. “You’ve been making out for like five 
straight minutes now. Come on.” 


“Sorry, | thought you wanted to see us kiss,” Dazai simpers, pulling 
away from Chuuya momentarily. “You can call your plan a success!” 


“We didn’t get to do anything after all,” Sato mutters. “Well...I’m glad 
you two got it together, at least. It was sort of sickening, watching 
you dance around each other.” 


“There’s no way you could’ve known,” Chuuya scoffs. “We hated 
each other.” 


“You absolutely did not,” Murata fires back immediately. “We all could 
see that you were head over heels for each other. Do you know how 
big the POG squad is? Do you?” 


“POG squad?” Dazai says, looking surprised for the first time that 
day. “What kind of name is that?” 


“It's the Petitioning—Pining?—oh, never mind. The point is, there’s a 
whole club that formed just to get you two together. And it’s half our 
grade. Seriously.” 


“So instead of paying attention at one of the most prestigious 
schools in the entire world...you decided to try to get us together 
instead?” Dazai asks, bemused. 


“You should’ve seen the two of you. Disgusting. We literally all knew 
that you were so down horrific for each other, but the two of you 
absolutely refused to admit it. Of course we had to do something!” 


“You know, you’re all taking the fact that we’re mafia remarkably 
well,” Chuuya says. 


“You saved our lives,” Takeda says. “And...well. We won't remember 
this in a little while anyways, right? So for as long as we are allowed 


to know...we’d like to.” 


“| just have one question,” Sato says quietly, having calmed down a 
little. “You were faking your identities this whole time. But being 
friends with us...was that all a lie too?” 


There’s a long pause, and then Chuuya finally speaks. 


“...No,” he admits. “Oh, Mori would have my head if he heard me say 
that. But...| really did enjoy going to school with all of you. | haven’t 
been to school before. And, despite everything...| really did enjoy it.” 


It’s the most honest and vulnerable Sato has ever seen Chuuya, who 
used to be Kashimura. She nods, heart cracking a little at the 
thought that in less than an hour, she will have never known 
Nakahara Chuuya. She will only know Kashimura, who mysteriously 
transferred out after their final project. 


“For what it’s worth, Sato...” Chuuya looks up at her again. “In 
another life, we would have been great friends. And...! will miss you. 
All of you.” 


“But in our lives, there is nothing more certain than loss and grief,” 
Dazai adds. “And Chuuya wouldn't want to subject you to the 
darkness of our world anyways.” 


“No,” Chuuya agrees. “So it’s best for all of us that you forget.” 


They sit together in companionable quiet for a little while longer, until 
the dust swirls up and the soft scraping of tires on forest earth 
heralds the arrival of the Port Mafia. Chuuya and Dazai both stand 
up, dusting themselves off. 


“That’s our cue,” Dazai says. “See you later, Shukuichi.” 
And to the students of Shukuichi Academy, the most exciting chapter 


of their whole lives has just come to a close, with a sandy-haired 
man walking towards them, ready to erase all of their memories. 


But for soukoku? 
Oh, for them, the best and worst is yet to come. 
Chapter End Notes 

We're almost there! Just the epilogue left now...hehe. 


As always, comments and kudos make my day! Thanks so 
much for reading. I'm sorry | wasn't able to reply to comments 
this week; finals is really busy for me ahahahaha.... 


epilogue 
Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Two years later, Dazai leaves the Port Mafia. 


Every promise he’s ever made to Chuuya goes up in flames. It’s the 
worst week of his life, because not only did he lose the only person 
who made him feel safe, he lost the love of his life too. And it’s his 
own damn fault. 


... It's especially his own damn fault that he keeps every angry, 
sobbing, hurt voicemail that Chuuya sends him, replaying them over 
and over again on nights that he feels like he can’t go on any longer. 
It feels like he’s stealing pieces from Chuuya, pieces that he doesn’t 
deserve. And yet, Dazai is too selfish to let them go. 


Let me love him, he’d once begged the gods that he didn't believe in. 
And he’d gotten what he’d wanted, and where did that leave them? 


Broken. Cleaved apart. Chuuya with yet another unmendable hole 
ripped into that big, soft heart of his, and it’s all Dazai’s fault. 


Dazai swears that he’ll leave Chuuya alone for the rest of his life. 


Four years after that, Dazai sees Chuuya again. He’s in chains, 
locked up of his own volition, and his little chibi walks down the 
stairs. He’s no taller than he had been when Dazai had left, but he’s 
just as beautiful as the last time Dazai had seen him. Bright ginger 
hair, perfect thin lips, but his eyes— 


His eyes are no longer childish. There is no longer that spark of hope 
and furious righteousness that Chuuya had once always carried with 
him. 


Dazai hates knowing that he had been the one to put it out. 


A year after that, Dazai drowns the love of his life in a prison cell. 


Four years after that, Dazai wakes in the morning, wrapped around 
his own personal little space heater. 


Chuuya’s always run hot and Dazai’s always cold. They sleep best in 
each other’s embrace, just like they always have. 


He checks his phone, and then Chuuya’s, because Chuuya is a 
horrible little gremlin who won't wake up for another three hours and 
some of his texts tend to be urgent. There’s not much today, only a 
few mafia-related things (that Dazai turns away from) and a lunch 
meeting with Sato Sui, the CEO of a new megacorp that’s climbing 
the ranks quickly in Japan. 


It’s the same Sato from years ago, who had been obsessed with 
Chuuya. She’s married now, to her best friend since forever, and 
Dazai can’t help the rush of warmth that fills his chest. He’d been at 
that wedding with Chuuya, undercover once more as Tsushima 
Shuuji and Kashimura Chuuya. 


Dazai thinks about the ring he has hidden in his desk drawer, 
encrusted in rubies and sapphires. It’s a ring he’s dreamed about 
giving Chuuya since they were sixteen and stupid, the one thing he’d 
taken with him when he’d left the mafia. 


Eleven years since Shukuichi Academy, eleven years since Dazal 
first declared his love, eleven years since he promised Chuuya the 
world— 


Finally, he can give it to him. 


Chapter End Notes 


Whew! What a ride this has been. 


When | started this fic, I’d also just uprooted my life and moved 
across the country (again). I’m usually an angsty sort of writer, 
leaning on heavier themes and such. But | needed some levity 
after everything. Thus, this fic was born on the 30 hour drive of 
my move. 


It’s crazy to look at how much this fic has grown since then! 
From all the lovely fanart (which I’m still in shock of; | really can’t 
believe you guys like this enough to draw for it) to my faithful 
readers who leave comments on every chapter (you know who 
you are) to my lovely beta (yes you, Airini) to everyone else who 
read this fic-you all mean the world to me. This is my first 
longfic that I’ve ever finished, and it marks a huge period of 
personal growth for me. It’s been wonderful reading all of your 
comments and seeing all of your reactions, chapter by chapter. 
I've genuinely enjoyed every moment of sharing this experience 
with you all. 


Someone once told me that reading is a form of human 
connection; that something in me, the writer, has touched 
something in you, the reader, and that makes all the difference. | 
hope that we have connected on some level, and that this has 
spread that human connection, if only just a little. 


Thank you all again for reading this journey of a fic! Until next 
time, Chuuya and Dazai bid you goodbye. 


Next on the list? Finishing that MDZS bang fic from 2019...if 
only for my own sake. 


As always, comments and kudos make my day! See you next 
time! 
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